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ABSTRACT 
This study explores the multitude of academic and non-academic factors that converge 
within the college environment to create racial and ethnic identities that are unique to individual 
campus communities and their surrounding geographic regions. Through the narratives of 
Filipino American college students in California and Illinois, I examine the ways that the 
Filipino American identities are uniquely understood in relation to both the Asian American 
student population (whom Filipino Americans are presumed to be similar to), and the entire 
student population of all racial and ethnic backgrounds. This research focuses not only on how 
these identities are understood in the abstract, but also how students share, perform, and 
reproduce what it means to be Filipino American as part of student organizations whose active 
mission is to promote Filipino American culture on campus. Utilizing these complementary 
perspectives of how race and ethnicity are both theorized and acted upon, I will argue that 
institutions of higher education are instrumental regions where racial and ethnic ideologies are 
actively forged and contested, rather than being passively inherited from the non-academic 
world. Therefore, because of the transient nature and globalizing landscape of American higher 
education, the racial and ethnic schemas that are circulated within campus communities have far-
reaching implications for how race and ethnicity are understood on a larger scale as the United 
States continues to diversify along multiple axes of difference. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION: WHAT ARE YOU? 
 
“What are you?”  
“I’m Filipino.” 
“So…. What are you, then?” 
Although the United States Census Bureau categorizes Filipino Americans as Asian, 
characteristics such as physical features, heritage language proficiency, and other cultural 
practices often distinguish Filipinos from East Asians (e.g. Chinese, Japanese, and Korean 
Americans), who are stereotyped as representative of the 40+ ethnic groups in the United States 
Census Bureau’s Asian racial category. As a result, conversations such as the one above are 
commonplace for Filipino Americans. The confusion about what Filipino Americans “are” is 
notable within a society that ironically purports to only consider race as an objective social 
identity, but conversely has relied on race as a “profound determinant of one’s political rights, 
one’s location in the labor market, and indeed one’s sense of identity” (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 
8) throughout its history, thus giving racial and ethnic identities complex meanings far beyond 
ancestral lineage or physical appearance.  
As a 7,107-island archipelago in Southeast Asia, with its original inhabitants migrating 
from various areas of Asia and the Pacific, the Philippines did not gain any sort of unified 
identity until Spain colonized the area in 1565, thus transforming the physically and 
intellectually disconnected islands into a singular colonial entity named for King Philip II 
(Agoncillo, 1990). The term “Filipino” itself was originally used to refer to people of Spanish 
descent who were born in the Philippine Islands colony, while people indigenous to the land 
were simply called indios,1 natives, or their pre-colonial ethnolinguistic identity. These original 
                                                
1 Spanish for “Indian” or “indigenous.” 
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Filipinos occupied a uniquely marginalized sociopolitical status. They were afforded a higher 
status within the colony as part of the Spanish ruling class, but as people who were not born in 
their own motherland of Spain, this position of power did not directly translate over to the same 
elite status in a Spanish context. Their identity neither fully belonged to the land where they were 
born nor the land of their ancestral heritage (Constantino, 1998). This inability of someone 
labeled as “Filipino” to conform to established identity tropes would follow Filipinos throughout 
history into the present day.  
After declaring independence from Spain in 1896, the United States colonized the 
Philippine Islands from 1898-1946. Filipinos became exposed to American music, dance, and 
fashion through Philippine-American contact that was facilitated primarily through colonial 
military intervention. Furthermore, the Americanization of the education system in the 
Philippines under colonial rule taught many Filipinos how to speak English (Hsu, 2013). 
Therefore, upon arrival in the United States, Filipinos were more likely to engage in leisure 
activities at taxi dance halls where they would associate with White women, whom they courted 
with their fluency in English and modern pop culture (España-Maram, 2006; Mabalon, 2013). 
The fear of Filipino men associating with White women led to rampant anti-Filipino violence 
and public policy that explicitly added “Malay” as a racial category to be excluded from inter-
racial marriage through anti-miscegenation law (Takaki, 1998). In contrast with the asexual 
stereotype of other Asian American men, the Filipino American identity was created and 
understood through the White lens of hypersexuality in the same manner as Blacks and Latinos, 
and justified in the name of protecting the purity of White women. This “ideological blackening” 
(Ong, 2003) of Filipino American men was also facilitated by their different skin color and 
phenotype (“little brown brothers” as opposed to the “yellow peril”), thus establishing a unique 
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intersection of race, colorism, nationality, and gender that converged to create a new identity that 
was greater than the sum of its parts (Isaac, 2006). The Filipino identity was not just about where 
these people were from, it was also about where they were prohibited from going, and how these 
pathways and obstructions were paradoxically created by America’s inability to understand the 
material conditions that influenced Filipino American culture in that particular historical 
moment. 
The liminality of Filipino Americans as a group that is neither wholly Asian nor wholly 
American continues into the present day. One environment where these tensions of racial and 
ethnic identity are seen is higher education, a sociocultural institution that is directly tied to 
notions of what it means to be Asian and American on national and global scales. Over 100 years 
have passed since Filipinos first entered the United States higher education system. However, as 
the population continues to grow and expand to a wider number of colleges and universities 
across all institutional types and geographic locations, Filipino American students are still faced 
with many of the same issues that they have encountered all along, both in and out of educational 
settings. These include racial discrimination, feelings of physical and emotional isolation, 
invisibility in curricula, inter-generational conflict over educational aspirations, under-
representation in staff, faculty, and administration, and intra-racial conflict amongst Asian 
Americans that touches upon class, nationality, and gender inequality, amongst many others 
(Buenavista & Gonzales, 2011; Maramba, 2008; Maramba & Bonus, 2013; Museus & Maramba, 
2011; Strobel, 2001; Teranishi, 2010). In the post-Civil Rights Era, Filipino American students 
have benefitted greatly from measures designed to foster educational access, retention, and 
attainment for under-represented minority students. But as the public education system has 
begun to lean more directly toward neoliberal ideologies and policies in the subsequent decades, 
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Filipino American students find their needs and capabilities ignored, rendered invisible, and/or 
grossly mistranslated in lieu of structural constraints that refuse to acknowledge the necessary 
complexities of their educational experiences. 
As a college education is becoming a necessity rather than a value-added luxury for 
workers entering professional fields in the 21st century, higher education specifically serves as a 
gateway for students’ full access to the rights and privileges of citizenship, the labor market, and 
their sense of self-worth. Therefore, race and higher education are still inextricably linked to one 
another despite the absence of explicitly race-conscious educational policies. The purpose of this 
study, then, is to compare the ways that racial and ethnic identities are constructed, understood, 
and experienced by the current generation of Filipino Americans who are coming of age in a 
society that touts itself as “post-racial,” implying that race and ethnicity are irrelevant to political 
discussions and academic achievement (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Through interviews with Filipino 
American college students in California and Illinois, I examine the myriad of academic and non-
academic factors that influence how the Filipino American identity is understood within each 
campus and its surrounding geographic region. Central to these interrogations are concurrent 
analyses of the Filipino American identity in relation to the Asian American identity under which 
it is categorized, as well as the entire student population of all races. I also compare the racial 
ideologies that are developed within these campus communities to macro-level theories about 
race and ethnicity in the United States in order to uncover the active function of the university in 
creating racial and ethnic ideologies that directly influence the everyday lives of students. These 
contributions of the university in shaping, producing, and reproducing racial identities are 
extremely significant as higher education institutions are currently attempting to steer away from 
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conversations about the continued significance of race. With these contexts and research 
objectives in mind, I pursue the following research questions: 
1. What are the academic, extra-curricular, and sociocultural factors of the college 
campus environment that influence Filipino American students' racial and ethnic 
identities? 
a. How do Filipino American students understand and portray their racial and 
ethnic identities within a campus space that is explicitly marked as Filipino 
American? 
2. How do the meanings and implications of Filipino American students' identities 
reflect and/or resist macro-level ideologies of race and ethnicity that exist beyond the 
campus environment? 
The relationship between Filipino American students and higher education is a unique 
lens through which to examine the role of higher education beyond an individual, ahistorical 
pursuit. The ways that the Filipino American identity has been shaped and re-shaped by 
American public policies provides great insight regarding the effects of post-1965 neoliberal 
policies on the lived experiences of college students and their communities. In an ironic twist, 
American neoliberal policy is now trying to homogenize, silence, and undervalue the very 
Filipino American identity that the American government once played a crucial role in 
differentiating and bolstering on a global stage to serve its own interests domestically and 
abroad. Thus, dissecting Filipino American experiences within higher education becomes a 
project that does not merely highlight difference for difference’s sake, but also exposes the ways 
that the neoliberal system of higher education falls short of effectively managing these 
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differences and bolstering their supposed benefits due to inherent shortcomings within the 
system. 
Methodology 
Research Methods. This project consists of qualitative interview and observation 
methods. The primary research subject group consists of 20 undergraduate students from two 
universities, 10 per university, who participated in one-on-one, semi-structured interviews. At 
the onset of the study, the total number of subjects (both per campus and cumulative) was kept 
open-ended in order to account for the varying “footings” and “linkages” that subjects may speak 
from and to in addressing diverse aspects of their lives as college students, community members, 
and young adults (Beitin, 2012), making it difficult to predict the point of critical mass. At the 
time of their participation, research subjects were undergraduates, ages 18 and over, from Central 
University (CU) and Western University (WU) (pseudonyms). In order to explore the ways that 
Filipino American identity is understood individually and performed collectively, subjects were 
purposively recruited from the membership of each university’s Filipino American cultural 
organization – CU’s Bayanihan2 and WU’s Kaibigan3 (pseudonyms).While it may be argued, 
and I certainly agree with the notion, that individual actors can perform and critique a Filipino 
American identity as individuals and not necessarily as representative of a larger collective 
entity, the centrality of affinity-related organizations of all demographics (academic, social, 
political, etc.) within college campuses was a significant factor in deciding to pursue members of 
these particular Filipino American student organizations rather than those who do not claim 
membership. Based on my experience as a college student and staff member, I understand that 
                                                
2 “buy-uh-nee-hun”; Tagalog word referring to communal unity. Filipino folklore often refers to “the 
Bayanihan spirit” as a cultural value of primordial allegiance and fictive kinship to one another. 
3 “kah ee-bee-gahn”; Tagalog word for “friend.” 
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not only do people external to student organizations look to these groups as resources for 
education about their target demographic or subject matter, but students who participate in these 
organizations also attempt to balance these expectations with their own sense of pride in being 
ambassadors for their chosen cause. 
Interviews took place between September 2015 and April 2016. At California’s Western 
University, I found an initial batch of interested participants through contact with the 
organization’s public email address, and through contacting board members within the 
organization, whose names and contact information are made public, via email and Facebook. 
Those subjects were then asked for snowball referrals to other subjects upon completion of their 
interviews. At Central University, located in Illinois, I had served as a staff member at the 
university’s Asian American Cultural Center for two years at the onset of the study and was 
therefore able to use the personal connections I had established with students throughout the 
course of my employment to make direct contact with enough participants to fill the Central 
University subject group.  
Interviews lasted between 30-75 minutes, and questions addressed the ways that subjects 
identify racially and ethnically across various settings, how they came to understand and embody 
these identities, their reasons for joining a Filipino American cultural organization, and the ways 
that their organization spreads awareness and knowledge about the Filipino American identity 
within the campus environment and beyond. Depending on the availability of research subjects, 
interviews took place either in person or via video chat. Interviews were audio recorded and 
subjects were assigned pseudonyms. All 10 CU subjects, comprised of 5 females and 5 males, 
identify as Filipino/American. From the WU subject pool, comprised of 4 females and 6 males, 8 
subjects identify as Filipino/American, 1 as a mixed-race Filipino American, and 1 as a Mexican 
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American. Although the Mexican American subject does not identify ethnically or 
socioculturally as Filipino/American, their perspective is still relevant to the discussion on 
Filipino American identities on college campuses because, as a board member for the WU’s 
Kaibigan, they were significantly tasked with the labor of theorizing and performing the Filipino 
American identity to the campus community. They also had invaluable experience as a member 
of a Filipino American student organization in high school, prior to attending WU. 
Undergraduate subject data was complemented with two additional sources of data on 
each campus: Filipino American staff/faculty member interviews and observations of Filipino 
American student organization events. One faculty member and one senior student affairs 
administrator were interviewed per campus, also assigned pseudonyms. The staff/faculty group 
consisted of 2 females and 2 males, all of whom identified as Filipino/American. Through these 
interviews, I sought to utilize subjects’ institutional memories in order to gain greater context of 
campus climate, subjects’ own experiences as Filipino Americans in higher education (both as 
students and in their current career fields), and undergraduate subject organizations’ interactions 
with campus resources that aim to serve Asian, and more specifically, Filipino American 
students. Observations of student organization events were used to compare subjects’ narratives 
of their Filipino American student experiences with their direct involvement in events that are 
purported to explore and perform these racial and ethnic identities. I observed 6 events at CU and 
4 events at WU. I also looked to these events as ways of uncovering potential discrepancies 
between individual subjects’ ideologies of the Filipino American identity versus those of their 
peers, with whom they must democratically organize and participate in these events. Examples 
of these events included general meetings, student conferences, cultural dance performances, and 
educational workshops. While the scope of these events ranged from small gatherings amongst 
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the core membership of the organization to large events that invited hundreds of students and 
community members, each event was open to the public. After initial conversations at the 
beginning of the school year with organizational leadership, it became commonly understood 
amongst the board members of CU’s Bayanihan and WU’s Kaibigan that my presence at these 
events was in large part due to my interests as an academic researcher.  
Sites of Study. Western University and Central University are both part of the top tier 
public university systems of their respective states, meaning that the campuses within these 
systems are predominantly research-intensive and are more selective than the other four-year 
public universities and systems in the state. As of the Fall 2015 term when this study began, both 
campuses enrolled majority-minority undergraduate populations, meaning that domestic White 
students were not a quantitative majority (Central University Division of Management 
Information, n.d.-a; Western University Office of Institutional Research, n.d.). However, each 
campus plays a slightly different role within the higher education landscape, both locally and 
nationally. On the one hand, CU, founded in 1867, is one of the oldest, largest, and most 
renowned research universities in the country with over 30,000 undergraduates enrolled 
annually. It is part of the three-campus University of Illinois (UI) system. Central University’s 
mission “is charged by our state to enhance the lives of citizens in Illinois, across the nation and 
around the world through our leadership in learning, discovery, engagement and economic 
development.” In addition, the university purports that “[w]e will be the pre-eminent public 
research university with a land-grant mission and global impact,” going on to define pre-
eminence as having an impact “locally, nationally, and globally through transformational 
learning experiences and groundbreaking scholarship” (Central University, n.d.). CU’s Fall 2015 
undergraduate enrollment demographics were 5.4% African American, 16.9% Asian American, 
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9.5% Hispanic, 47.7% White, and 16.8% International. Amongst international students, Chinese 
students were the largest nationality, comprising 57.2% of international undergraduates and 9.6% 
of all undergraduates (Central University Division of Management Information, n.d.-a). 
On the other hand, founded in 1965, WU is the second-youngest campus within the nine-
campus University of California (UC) system. With an undergraduate population of 24,000, WU 
trails other UC campuses in terms of academic prestige, but is quickly emerging in popularity 
amongst students and the academic community. WU currently espouses a strategic plan of four 
pillars: 1) Growth that Makes a Difference – Expanding our Capacity to Improve Lives; 2) First 
in Class – Elevating the Student Experience to Prepare Future Leaders; 3) Great Partners – 
Making Regional and Global Connections that Enhance our Mission and Serve the people; 4) 
New Paths for our Brilliant Future – Forging the Best Practices to Power the Coming Century 
(Western University, n.d.). WU’s Fall 2015 undergraduate enrollment consisted of 2.8% African 
Americans, 40.1% Asian Americans, 24.4% Hispanic, 14.7% White, and 15.7% International. 
Similar to CU, Chinese students were the largest demographic amongst international students, 
comprising 73.4% of all international undergraduates and 10.9% of all undergraduates 
(University of California Office of the President, n.d.a). 
In the 2015 US News and World Report rankings of public universities, WU was tied for 
#9, yet it was the fifth-ranked UC campus in the top ten, creating a skewed scale of academic 
prestige that I will elaborate on further in my findings. By comparison, CU was in a three-way 
tie for #11, technically only one rank on the list below WU (US News and World Report, n.d.). 
While these rankings are not without their flaws in methodology, they provide a general 
overview of how these universities are perceived in the public eye and the impact that studies of 
such universities can have on higher education as a whole. 
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 More specifically, these campuses play a significant role in the study of Filipino 
American college students as they each have the largest Filipino American student population 
within their respective university systems. WU’s Filipino American undergraduate student 
population was 1,597 in Fall 2015, marking the twentieth consecutive academic year that WU 
had the largest number of Filipino American undergraduates in the UC system (University of 
California Office of the President, n.d.a). The growth of Filipino American students at WU over 
the last two decades can be attested to the fact that WU is the fastest growing UC campus 
overall, as well as the trend of students of color being channeled into less selective UC campuses 
during the post-affirmative action era in the state of California, which guarantees UC admission 
(to an unspecified campus) to the top 9% of public school graduating classes (Okamura, 2013; 
Trent et al., 2003; University of California, n.d.).  
Conversely, neither the CU campus nor the UI system collect disaggregated data on 
Asian American ethnic groups. As I will explore in later sections, these differing methods of data 
collection are symbolic of different conceptions of race and ethnicity as they relate to public 
policy in each state. Yet without explicit statistical evidence regarding the Filipino American 
undergraduate population in Illinois public universities, I draw the inferences from several 
sources to conclude that CU has the largest, or at the very least, the most influential Filipino 
American student population in the UI system. CU is by far the largest university with 32,878 
total undergraduates in Fall 2015, followed by 17,575 and 2,937 at the other two UI campuses, 
respectively. Secondly, CU has the largest Asian American undergraduate population with 5,571, 
with the other two campuses enrolling 3,800 and 108 in Fall 2015 (Central University Division 
of Management Information, n.d.-a; University of Illinois, Chicago Office of Institutional 
Research, n.d.; University of Illinois, Springfield Office of Institutional Research, n.d.). From an 
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anecdotal perspective, my position as a staff member at the CU Asian American Cultural Center 
has given me great insight into the Filipino American extra-curricular culture at CU and 
throughout the Midwest. The Bayanihan organization at CU has the largest membership of all 
the organizations in the Midwest Alliance of Pilipino Students (MAPS; pseudonym) an inter-
collegiate group of over twenty Filipino American cultural organizations from universities in 
nine states. Filipino American student groups have existed at CU for over one hundred years, 
thus contributing to the continued influence of CU as a model organization for smaller and newer 
student organizations to emulate. While student organizations are not entirely representative of 
the overall population of their target demographic, nor do their actions or influence necessarily 
have a direct impact on enrollment and retention figures, the current size and historical precedent 
of Bayanihan at CU, when combined with larger statistical figures regarding Asian American 
and Filipino American educational access, present a compelling hypothesis that the CU campus 
has a larger, or at the very least, substantially more influential Filipino American student 
population than its UI system counterparts. 
 Filipino American cultural organizations. Both campuses in this study house multiple 
student organizations that are categorized within the campus community both formally and 
informally as Filipino American student organizations. These designations of Filipino American 
extra-curricular spaces are made in two ways: 1) by naming the organization using a word from 
the Filipino language (my two chosen pseudonyms are common examples), or including the 
word “Filipino,” “Pilipino,” or “Philippine” in the organization title (see below section for more 
on the nuances between these terms); and 2) through a significant membership of Filipino 
Americans in student organizations that are not explicitly marked along racial/ethnic lines, such 
as Greek letter, philanthropic, dance, or faith-based organizations. Multiple Asian Americanists 
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have explored this emergence of de facto Asian American student organizations as a result of 
shifting student demographics and continued racial segregation on college campuses (Park, 2013; 
Park, Lew, & Chiang, 2013; Tran & Chang, 2013).  
 Kaibigan at WU was founded in 1974 and has an annual membership of approximately 
300-400 students. Their commonly espoused mission statement is to promote the academic, 
community, cultural, political, and social aspects of the Filipino American experience. Kaibigan 
is one of the largest Filipino American student organizations in the state of California because of 
WU’s student population and institutional type. By way of comparison, six campuses in the less 
selective Cal State University (CSU) system enrolled relatively equal or more Filipino American 
students than WU in Fall 2015,4 yet none had larger or more active Filipino American student 
groups (California State University, n.d.). This discrepancy in student demographics versus 
student involvement can be attributed to the fact that CSU campuses are predominantly working 
class and commuter schools, factors which reduce participation in extra-curricular activities. 
Other Filipino American organizations at WU include three separate organizations for Filipino 
Americans with social sciences, pre-health, and engineering-related majors or career aspirations, 
and a Filipino American Catholic faith-based organization. Beyond these five organizations that 
are distinctly identified as being of and for Filipino American students, there are also multiple 
Greek letter organizations and hip hop dance teams at WU that have large or predominant 
Filipino American membership bases.  
 Bayanihan at CU was founded in 1969, although Filipino American student organizations 
have existed at CU since 1919. Due to immigration restrictions placed on Filipino Americans in 
the early 20th century, and CU’s Midwest campus being located away from most traditional 
                                                
4 Fullerton – 1,550; Northridge – 1,689; Long Beach – 1,983; San Diego – 1,995; San Jose – 2,022; San 
Francisco – 2,124. 
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Asian American enclaves, multiple Filipino American student organizations were formed and 
disbanded due to lack of membership throughout CU’s history (including Bayanihan, which 
became defunct for a time but was later revived in the 1980’s). However, the post-1965 era of 
immigration has allowed for a more constant flow of Filipino American immigrants to the 
Chicago area, which is the predominant feeder market for CU and all of the large, selective, 
research-intensive universities in the state of Illinois and throughout the Midwest (Central 
University Division of Management Information, n.d.-a). Bayanihan enlists approximately 100 
members annually. There are no additional Filipino American student organizations at CU, 
although Filipino American students have a substantial presence in hip hop dance teams, Asian-
interest Greek letter organizations, and other Asian American ethnic organizations (often 
concurrent with their membership in Bayanihan). This phenomenon of Asian American students 
holding membership in multiple ethnic organizations is a particularly notable characteristic of the 
Asian American student community at CU and will be discussed in detail in my findings.  
Despite this multitude of extra-curricular opportunities for Filipino Americans at CU and 
WU, Bayanihan and Kaibigan, the two student organizations that are solely branded as “cultural” 
organizations on these campuses – meaning that they appeal to a non-descript Filipino American 
identity and not a more specific academic, social, or professional demographic – remain the 
largest Filipino American student organizations and also have the longest established presence 
on their respective campuses. In a sense, these cultural organizations serve as “flagship” Filipino 
American student organizations that are recognized as the face and voice of the Filipino 
American student population within the campus community. 
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Researcher Positionality 
My positionality relative to this research project is a very close and oftentimes 
overlapping one. I am an alumnus of one of the organizations being studied and, at the time of 
the study, served as an informal advisor for the other. Furthermore, I am currently an 
Asian/American-focused student affairs professional at a large, public, research-intensive 
university whose work is directly implicated by the findings and analysis of this research. My 
unique experience as a former Filipino American student leader, coupled with my even more 
unique status as a Filipino American student affairs professional in the field of diversity work, 
enables me to critique theory and practice from multiple angles. These multiple perspectives 
have granted me the ability to holistically and critically analyze the individual, organizational 
(student organizations), and institutional (universities) contexts of what it currently means to be a 
Filipino American student in higher education.  
I had varying levels of interaction with interview subjects and student organizations prior 
to their participation. In regards to the faculty and staff subjects, I had previously been 
acquainted with them through academic and professional experiences as both a graduate and 
undergraduate student. These acquaintances ranged from someone whom I had met a few months 
prior to our interview, to someone whom I had met approximately 10 years prior. I had no prior 
personal, face-to-face contact with any of the WU undergraduate subjects except one. However, 
my status as an alumnus of Kaibigan provided me with some important familiarity with WU 
subjects, given that I had many similar experiences as these students and in many cases, shared 
mutual acquaintances from the vast Kaibigan alumni network. In that regard, unrelated to this 
project, I had prior e-mail contact with 2 WU undergraduates who would eventually become 
interview subjects, both of whom made initial contact with me seeking advice regarding 
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Kaibigan events during the academic year prior to the start of this research. This practice of 
alumni mentorship is not uncommon amongst student organizations, but does vary depending on 
the current needs of the organization and the proper maintenance of alumni databases.  
I had personally met all but one of the CU subjects prior to their research interviews, with 
interactions ranging from frequent contact through my position as a staff member at the Asian 
American Cultural Center to being a simple acquaintance with no sustained, individual 
conversations of note prior to formal data collection. Throughout my time as a staff member at 
CU, I have participated in at least one Bayanihan event per year as a guest speaker or event 
facilitator. I also interacted with the organization in many informal capacities as an advisor to its 
board members regarding programming and organizational re-structuring. Again, the practice of 
student organizations utilizing graduate students and student affairs staff members in these ways 
is not uncommon, but is dependent on the outreach made by both parties to collaborate with one 
another. Furthermore, my prior involvement in Kaibigan at WU was often a topic of 
conversation in the events I facilitated for Bayanihan and the casual conversations I had with its 
members. 
Aside from my connections to the research subjects themselves, I also hold a deep 
connection to the subject matter as a former member of Filipino American student organizations 
as a high school and college student in Southern California, including my alma mater of 
Kaibigan at WU. Given that many of my research questions ask students to tell autobiographical, 
narrative stories that encompass significant moments in their lives (e.g. the decision to go to 
college, memorable experiences with friends and family), I utilize a constructionist approach due 
to the fact that I am able to consider the myriad of relevant contexts to these particular narratives 
and thus explore the deeper meaning behind them (Esin, Fathi, & Squire, 2014). As students, 
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Filipino Americans, and organizational leaders, these subjects occupy multiple and concurrent 
identities and perspectives that influence the ways that they recount their realities for an 
audience.  
A significant aspect of addressing subjects on their own terms relies on me as the 
researcher using my knowledge of their perspectives to create a two-way dialogue about the 
Filipino American collegiate experience that validates subjects’ knowledge and gives them 
narrative ownership of the stories they share (Gubrium & Holstein, 2012). Furthermore, I believe 
that my positionality lent itself to creating multi-faceted, semi-structured interviews that 
enhanced certain subject narratives that may have appeared to be tangential or less significant to 
outsiders. Based on my vast knowledge of the social, political, and academic climate of Filipino 
American student organizing, I sought to do justice to subject narratives through the 
autoethnographic turn, a method for interviewers to empathize with respondents and open up 
new understandings of one another that will generate a deeper exploration of the subject material 
(Lillrank, 2012). Strategic elements of my autoethnographic turn included subtle reinforcement 
of subject narratives, e.g. interjecting a “me too” or some other way of indicating shared 
experiences, using “Tag-lish”5 slang terms common in the Filipino American community and 
organization-specific terms for programming, events, and other facets of organizational cultures, 
or to reveal my own perspective when asking follow-up questions, such as giving subjects a brief 
overview of my own experiences as a Filipino American student organizer and asking the subject 
to compare/contrast their own experiences.  
While some have argued that consciously establishing a topic or culture as something 
worthy of study may inadvertently alter responses by skewing respondent perspectives toward 
                                                
5 Colloquial term for mixed Tagalog and English verbiage. 
   18 
only that which is perceived to be the most notable and sublime (Carter & Bolden, 2012), I did 
not find that to be the case in the recruitment of subjects. The supposed prestige of participating 
in a dissertation study was often not enough to generate interest in potential subjects, especially 
given that these students are incredibly pre-occupied with extra-curricular activities (which, 
ironically, is the reason why I wanted to interview them in the first place). Throughout the 
process of subject recruitment, my identity and performance as an academic researcher – e-
mailing students with formal jargon describing the project, and giving general descriptions about 
the topic of racial formation – were not nearly as successful nor met with as much enthusiasm as 
direct face-to-face or online conversations where I was able to convey to students my personal 
background, greater purpose for the project, aspirations for completion, and the direct role that 
they would play in assisting me. Furthermore, my ability to ask these students questions that only 
an insider to their organizational culture would know to ask or consider significant, but are 
nonetheless integral to understanding the individual and collective reasoning that guides their 
identity formation, is an invaluable element that is missing from educational research on students 
of color. For although Asian American student populations are on the rise, there is yet to be an 
equally proportional rise in Asian American faculty, staff, and administration, let alone those 
who have been fortunate enough to receive professional training and graduate educations that are 
conducive to framing Filipino American students’ needs and capabilities within the current racial 
landscape of diversity in higher education (Maramba & Nadal, 2013; Wang & Teranishi, 2012). 
Terminology 
 The language that is used to describe marginalized communities varies not only across 
time and place, but also across individual, interpersonal, and institutional classifications. These 
notions will be addressed throughout my findings and analysis of this project. However, this 
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section establishes a baseline glossary of the terminology that I will be using and how it will 
inform my analysis of subject narratives and other data. This information refers only to the words 
that I will create. Because the exploration and analysis of terminology used by subjects can 
provide significant insight regarding how they theorize the world around them, I will exercise no 
editorial oversight (e.g. revising spelling or using sic) in terms of how I dictate subject data in 
relation to the following terms. 
 Generation. The purpose of this study is to explore the nuances of racial definitions 
within the United States. Therefore, discussions about generation will primarily focus on the 
duration of a family or population’s settlement in the United States. Colloquially, many people 
will refer to themselves as 1st generation Americans, as in “I was the 1st generation of my family 
born in the United States.” However, the sequential order of generations is defined by 
immigration or settlement, rather than nativity or birthplace. In this sense, the term “1st 
generation” American refers to someone who immigrated to the United States as an adult, “1.5 
generation” refers to someone who immigrated to the United States as a teenager or young 
adolescent, “2nd generation” refers to the US-born children of immigrants, and so on.   
 Given that this is also a study of higher education, generational status may also be used to 
refer to the college-going lineage of a family. These terms seem to be easier to understand on the 
surface. If one’s parents did not go to college, then they are a 1st generation college student. 
Conversely, if one’s parents and grandparents went to college, then they are a 3rd generation 
college student. There can be some examples of these definitions being blurred, such as if a 
student’s parents did not go to college, but their grandparents went to college in a completely 
different era of higher education. Or, as is the case for many Asian Americans and other children 
of immigrants, if one’s parents went to college in another country, then that student may lack the 
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sociocultural capital that is presumed to be passed down from generation to generation about the 
holistic college-going process.  
 Gender. Given its colonial roots from Spain, the Filipino language denotes gendered 
nouns by using an “o” for masculine and “a” for feminine, in line with Spanish grammar. 
Therefore, males are referred to as “Filipino,” females are referred to as “Filipina,” and 
collectives are referred to as masculine unless they are exclusively feminine (pronouns are not 
gendered and the Filipino language only has one word for “she/he,” “her/him,” and “hers/his,” 
respectively). In response to this gendered binary, scholars and community members have 
implemented gender-inclusive/neutral alternatives, including but not limited to “Filipina/o,”6 
“Filipin@” and “Filipinx.” Not surprisingly, these same alternative grammar structures are also 
implemented in Latino/Hispanic communities.  
 In this project, I adhere to the traditional use of the gendered grammar structure, using 
“Filipino(s)” to refer to males and co-ed collectives, while using “Filipina(s)” to refer to females 
both individually and collectively. I use the same syntax when describing Latino populations as 
well. I fully acknowledge the need for gender inclusivity and self-determination of language in 
the face of terms that were often designed to segregate and oppress. However, my use of the 
traditional, gendered grammar structure aspires to make this work more accessible to multiple 
demographics, such as people who are unfamiliar with research on the Filipino American 
community writ large, or people who will seek this type of work via electronic search engines. I 
also emphasize that my adherence to this gendered language in print in this particular instance 
does not supersede my track record and desires to continue using gender-inclusive/neutral 
                                                
6 Fujita-Rony (2002) is among those who emphasize that the feminine tense is placed first in this 
particular stylization in order to counteract the patriarchal primacy placed on males. 
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language in short-form written work and all oral communications, including but not limited to 
classroom teaching and professional presentations. 
 Race, ethnicity, and nationality. In recognition of the linguistic and cultural diversity of 
the Philippines and Philippine diaspora, I will be using the term “Filipino,” as opposed to 
“Pilipino.” This differences between the usage of “Filipino” and “Pilipino” are part of a larger 
debate on semantics and political identity within the Philippine diaspora. The word “Pilipino” is 
of Tagalog origin – a Philippine language that has no “F” sound. This spelling of the word has 
risen to prominence because of the influence of Tagalog-speaking Filipinos within the Philippine 
national government, as well as the large population of Tagalog-speaking Filipino immigrants 
globally. “Filipino,” however, is considered a more all-encompassing term, recognizing that 
there are certain languages of the Philippines which feature the “F” phoneme, as well as 
recognizing the influence of Spanish and English on the modern Filipino vernacular. I reiterate 
that this is only in reference to my own text, as there will be multiple instances throughout this 
project where I use the term “Pilipino” if it is stated in a quotation, or to refer to a term or entity 
that is already in use, such as the “Pilipino Cultural Night” performance genre that will be 
discussed at length. I will apply the term “Filipino” to the modern context of US race relations by 
using “Filipino American” to refer to anyone or anything which shares both Filipino and 
American ancestry, lineage, or culture, and “Filipino” to refer to anything which is exclusively of 
Filipino descent. For example, someone who has immigrated to the United States from the 
Philippines, or currently lives in the United States but has ancestral heritage in the Philippines, 
would be considered Filipino American, whereas someone who has lived in the Philippines their 
entire life, or a cultural item such as food or a celebrity that exists exclusively in the Philippines, 
would be considered solely Filipino. However, this does not supersede the fact that “Filipino” is 
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often used as colloquial for “Filipino American,” an interchangeability I address and analyze 
when applicable. I also acknowledge that in the era of globalization and neocolonialism, very 
few entities, especially in the Philippines, are without American or other external influences. In 
that regard, the term “Filipino/American” may also be used as a short-hand for the term “Filipino 
and/or Filipino American.” The boundaries of these identities are very complex and overlapping, 
as are the practical actions that inform them. Therefore, it is highly likely that I may use multiple 
of these terms within the same sentence, and possibly in reference to the same subject(s). Such 
variability does not reflect a casual interchangeability, but rather is intentional in labeling and 
analyzing the perceived versus actual scopes of cultural practices. 
Significance 
In pursuit of a greater understanding of what Filipino Americans “are,” I seek to 
understand what they do, how, and why they do it within an environment that is explicitly 
framed as being for and of Filipino Americans. While operating under the guise of self-
determination on the outside – a remnant of the Civil Rights Era under which a majority of the 
larger, more established of these organizations were founded – Filipino American student 
organizations inherently operate within and against the ideological and logistical parameters of 
the higher education institutions that facilitate their existence. The ways that organizational 
entities advocate for student needs within colleges and universities are illustrative of students’ 
understandings of the intersection of their academic and minority identities within the specific 
cultural landscape of the educational system (K. P. Gonzalez, 2002; Guffrida, 2004; Museus, 
2008). For Filipino American students specifically, the history of organizing that has permeated 
throughout the community for over a century has also been directly linked to the Filipino identity 
as part of a cultural value system of collectivity, family, community, and sociopolitical resistance 
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(Museus & Maramba, 2011; Strobel, 2001). Therefore, the sites of Filipino American student 
organizing as places where these various histories converge to create the modern Filipino 
American identity are incredibly valuable sites of analysis as the institutions in which these 
organizations are housed are continuing to shift toward neoliberal ideologies that seek to 
drastically modify how minority difference is understood by Filipino American students and 
their communities. 
 This study will provide significant implications for the ways that diversity is theorized 
and practiced in higher education. By studying the various facets and influences of the Filipino 
American college student identity, I will illustrate that diversity is not merely the sum of 
mutually exclusive categories (race, gender, socioeconomic status, religion, etc.). Rather, these 
elements of diversity hold specific meanings within various settings, and the higher education 
environment plays a significant role in shaping how students understand their individual and 
collective identities due to specific social, cultural, historical, economic, political, and academic 
factors that converge within the campus community.   
In lieu of neoliberal policies and ideologies that attempt to reduce race to an objective 
marker of social difference, or counter-intuitively create a homogenized definition and 
experience of diversity, this study will also highlight the continued significance of race within 
the overall sociocultural institution of higher education. By examining the various ways that race 
and ethnicity are understood and performed by different students between states, institutions, and 
regions, I emphasize the ways that race is socially constructed yet tangibly affective within the 
lives of students of color, therefore remaining a master category of American society that is 
woven into the very fabric of the educational system that is tasked with preparing students for 
democratic citizenship in a diversifying society. 
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The narratives and perspectives of the students whose voices constitute this project 
illustrate a non-linear trajectory of student development that challenges the predominant singular 
narrative of student success. For students whose physical presence is welcomed into the student 
body, yet systemically excluded from the upper echelons of campus leadership that ultimately 
determine how students’ presence are differentially valued, it is not enough to espouse the old 
adage that “if you build it, they will come.” Rather, campus practitioners must work proactively 
to understand the culture of self-determined counter-spaces that have emerged in the current era 
of higher education, where Filipino American students seek to undertake the onus of contributing 
diverse worldviews to their respective campus climates, reaping disparate benefits and burdens 
alike on their educational experiences that are not encountered by their peers of majority 
identities. While their efforts are far from perfect and can stray toward being misguided attempts 
to bolster commodified views of Filipino and Asian cultures through normative lenses of 
Whiteness, the alternative scenario of letting their needs and capabilities go unseen and unheard 
is an even more daunting possibility for them to consider.
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CHAPTER 2 




Extant literature in ethnic studies has concluded that race is neither a fixed, objective 
category that is reducible to physical markers of social difference, the result of natural variance 
in human genetics, nor a primordial bond that exists between people of similarly located ancestry 
(Bell, 1993; Cornell & Hartmann, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2015; Roediger, 2006). Throughout the 
history of the United States, racial categories have constituted socially constructed boundaries 
that have been used to categorize people not merely for the sake of statistical organization, but 
rather to determine who is entitled to the full rights and privileges of citizenship and democratic 
inclusion. According to Omi and Winant (2015), “[r]ace is a fundamental organizing principle of 
social stratification. It has influenced the definition of rights and privileges, the distribution of 
resources, and the ideologies and practices of subordination and oppression” (p. 107). In doing 
so, racial categories have often bestowed identities upon individuals that directly contradict a 
person’s understanding of their own identity; for example, subsuming ethnic or indigenous 
identities under aggregate racial categories, or the action of labeling the color of one’s skin not 
by its literal hue but within a spectrum that sets White and Black as polar opposites, and yellow, 
red, or brown as categories that are arranged in an ordinal hierarchy according to their socially 
constructed proximity to Whiteness (p. 123). This incongruence between the identities embraced 
by the self and those imposed by others reflect what DuBois (1903) called the “double 
consciousness” of racial categorization. The way that a person identifies and their reasons for 
claiming such an identity are not always in line with the ways a person is identified by dominant 
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structures of power, which operate on their own self-serving set of norms and rationale when 
dealing with people of color and other minority groups.  
One salient example of the double consciousness of racial identities centers on the 
balance between race and ethnicity. The relationship between race and ethnicity is often thought 
of in one of two ways: 1) as interchangeable synonyms, and thus, incorrectly; and 2) that 
ethnicity is a more culturally specific category that can be subsumed under one of five general 
racial categories – Asian, Black, Latino, Native, and White. However, scholarship from the fields 
of ethnic studies and higher education challenges these existing paradigms of race and ethnicity, 
highlighting examples that question the perceived mutual exclusivity between and amongst 
racial/ethnic identities. Examinations of sociopolitical phenomena such as cultural practices and 
access to equitable rights and resources have shifted the discussions on race and ethnicity. For 
example, an identity, whether self-determined or institutionally categorized, can be both a race 
and an ethnicity, or identities that were previously thought of as ethnicities can be viewed, in 
fact, as racial categories (Cornell & Hartmann, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2015). 
The evolution of public policy in the United States illustrates that racial and ethnic 
categories have been under constant revision, especially in the 20th century as the country has 
struggled to come to terms with its diversifying population. Historically, one’s race and the rights 
and privileges assigned to this distinction have changed drastically simply by crossing state lines, 
or from one year to the next as public policies were revised. Eastern European immigrants, once 
known as “White ethnics” in the early 20th century, occupied a liminal space outside of the 
normative definition of “White” that was reserved for Western Europeans, until their political 
alliance was needed to counteract the growing population of people of color (Roediger, 2006). 
People of Latino descent have also been previously categorized as White at a time when the term 
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“colored” was equated with African Americans (Haney Lopez, 1997). As an “interstitial race” in 
the segregated South, Asian Americans were allowed to occupy public spaces that excluded 
colored people, to the point where Black people would attempt to pass as Filipinos in order to 
gain access to White-only space and services, thus illustrating that these spaces were not so much 
solely for Whites as they were categorically not for Blacks (Bow, 2010). In contemporary times, 
the continued racial ambiguity of Asians is seen through the identity of Arab Americans, who are 
considered as either White or Asian in varying contexts, despite not fitting clearly into the 
cultural or ethnic schema of either category (Omi & Winant, 2015).  
 The one constant factor that mitigates how the boundaries of racial categories are drawn 
and policed is the stratified distribution of resources that have explicitly fallen along racial lines 
for a majority of United States history. To be considered “White” or “Black” or a “person of 
color/colored person” has determined access to almost every right and privilege of American 
citizenship, including property ownership, the right to vote, and access to public services. 
However, the gatekeepers in power often distribute access based on contradictory means that 
devalue underprivileged groups. On the one hand, a “one-drop” rule was often used as a way to 
exclude people of color from the full rights and privileges of Whiteness, such as Homer Plessy, 
the plaintiff in the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) case, who was classified as an “octoroon” of one-
eighth African descent and as such, prevented from occupying the train car designated for 
Whites. But on the other hand, “blood quantum” quotas are exercised in many cases to prove 
eligible for restorative actions such as Native American reparations, which require a person to 
prove at least one-thirty second Native ancestry. In these examples, racial identity and belonging 
are calculated in different ways that both favor the status quo by preventing the dissemination of 
rights and privileges to a larger non-White population. More recently, tensions over the 
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implications of racial categorizations were apparent through the strong opposition by people of 
color to a multiracial designation on the US Census. Civil rights groups worried that this option 
would dilute their numbers and jeopardize resources designated for their under-served 
communities (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 124). Under this logic, expanding the potential number of 
classified minorities would not create more resources for a wider population in need, but would 
rather obviate the need for such resources if a minority population was deemed too large. Such a 
stance raises legitimate concerns about the authenticity of race and racialized experiences, the 
primacy of race in one’s life, and the pursuit of individual versus collective gains. 
Racial categories are thus not merely an exercise in attributing one’s physical appearance 
or cultural ancestry to a group of similarly situated people. Race is a dynamic process by which 
people are defined in relation to the world around them, hence the reason why the colloquial 
inquiry about one’s race or ethnicity is “what are you” rather than “who are you.” Asking 
someone to identify their race or ethnicity as an object (“what”) reflects the nuanced history of 
race and ethnicity in the United States beyond an objective codifier for institutional demographic 
data collection or a unique, individual personality trait (“who”). Implying that race is an object or 
a process thus places the individual within the larger trajectory of American culture and society. 
For all ethnic groups that have been subsumed under the category of Asian American, “what” 
they are has simultaneously been self-determined as well as structurally situated as neither Black 
nor White, but instead strategically placed as a wedge group that upheld the polar opposite 
standing of both Blacks and Whites relative to one another. Historically, Asian Americans have 
resisted this use of their relative privilege as a tool to discredit the demands for equity by other 
minority groups (Louie & Omatsu, 2001; F. H. Wu, 2003). However, the experiences of Filipino 
Americans have often been excluded from the “self”-determinations of the Asian American 
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community as well as the structural considerations of what it means to be an exemplar model 
minority for other people of color.   
 This literature review explores the varying perspectives and meanings behind being 
categorized as an Asian American in the current racial landscape of the United States, whether it 
be from an individual, interpersonal, or institutional perspective. In regards to the latter, I 
predominantly ground this exploration within the institution of American public higher 
education, as I will argue that this particular physical and ontological space has become one of 
the foundational elements in defining, resisting, and revising the Asian American identity from 
both the top-down and the bottom-up. Since the early 20th century, and particularly throughout 
the post-1965 era, higher education has been at the forefront of both culturally and politically 
marking who is considered an Asian American and subsequently what rights and privileges are 
associated with or revoked from this racial category and people of color writ large. I then build 
upon this trajectory of Asian American racial formation to hypothesize new ways of thinking 
about the Filipino American college student identities – often assumed to be a subsect or 
derivative of Asian Americans – within a higher education environment that is currently 
redefining its scope and purpose in ways that affect every facet of the college experience.  
Higher Education and Institutional Racism 
 Throughout an overwhelming majority of the history of postsecondary education in the 
United States (and dating back through the colonial era), higher education was an explicitly 
segregated endeavor. Originally designed to exclusively educate young, affluent White men for a 
life in public service or the clergy, the segregated nature of American colleges and universities 
was reflective of widespread public policies that prevented women and people of color from 
owning property, voting, and occupying jobs outside of the domestic sector. In other words, there 
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was no perceived need to educate anyone if they would not be able to put that education to any 
practical use. Of the few colleges that did educate women, many of them focused on home-
making skills rather than the liberal or republican ideals of higher education that other colleges 
instilled in men (Geiger, 2015; Thelin, 2011). However, as the public attitude toward the purpose 
and utility of an education began to shift in American culture, and other watershed moments such 
as the abolition of slavery and westward expansion of the United States changed the literal and 
figurative shape of the country, higher education also began to diversify both within (admitting 
more students, expanding curricula) and between (more campuses and institutional types) 
institutions (Cohen, 1998; Geiger, 2010). Yet despite the advances that were made in attempting 
to democratize colleges and universities, race remained as the final bastion of segregation for 
higher education well into the 20th century. In this section I explore notable lateral steps that 
were made under the façade of forward racial progress in higher education and American 
society. These examples challenge the hypothesis that the institutional discrimination exercised 
within colleges and universities can simply be attributed as a reflection of larger public policies 
or attitudes, and instead assert that the evolving purpose of education within American society 
has established higher education as an active agent in the formation and reification of inequitable 
policies that enable racial disparities within society writ large. 
Separate is unequal, but “not separate” is not “equal”: The Morrill Act of 1890 and 
Sweatt v. Painter. Advances that were made under the premise of democratizing higher 
education for African American students appeared to establish pathways for previously excluded 
students to gain access to colleges and universities. However, the selective and elitist nature of 
higher education also succeeded in exemplifying the difference between diversity and integration 
within this expanding landscape. As the original Morrill Act of 1862 sought to develop higher 
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education into a more utilitarian public good, this objective was duplicated in 1890 to 
accommodate students in the South who were not covered under the original act, particularly 
recently freed slaves who hoped to use higher education as a foundation for upward 
socioeconomic mobility. The end result was not the establishment of integrated land-grant 
institutions, but instead the dual establishment of public universities within the same state: one 
serving White students and the other serving Black students (Ferguson, 2012). Given the option 
to either eliminate discrimination from admissions practices, or establish additional institutions 
for Black students, states in the South chose the latter option. Therefore, while the second Morrill 
Act attempted to make higher education more accessible, it did so without fundamentally 
changing the structure of higher education for White students, who maintained their exclusivity 
in “separate but equal” institutions that were hardly equal. Public land-grant colleges for Black 
students severely lacked student enrollment at the collegiate level. These institutions instead 
enrolled predominantly elementary and secondary school students, while most postsecondary 
Black students were attending private universities that were funded by philanthropists and 
therefore able to provide more adequate resources than publicly funded colleges for Black 
students (Anderson, 1988). In theory, public higher education was becoming more democratized, 
but its heavily segregated nature remained intact for all intents and purposes.  
 As education became more widely attended and compulsory into the 20th century, the 
socializing aspects of the education system became more apparent, as young people spent an 
increasing amount of their time in school. Public schooling was seen as a way to assimilate and 
socialize deviant students whose families (typically families of color and immigrants, including 
ethnic Whites) were seen as incapable of doing so (Tyack, 1974). With school becoming a 
necessity for more and more young people, the resource and achievement disparities between 
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schools for Black and White students made it clear that separate was not equal in either a 
material or moral sense of the term. This emerging, overbearing need to integrate schools was 
taken before the United States Supreme Court in the higher education admissions case of Sweatt 
v. Painter (1950), four years before the landmark Brown v. Board of Education (1954) presented 
the issue from a primary/secondary education perspective. Highlighting the stark differences in 
faculty support and student resources between the all-White University of Texas School of Law 
and the all-Black Texas Southern University for Negroes School of Law (which was hastily 
established while the case was pending in lower courts in an attempt to prevent Sweatt from 
attending UT in lieu of a “separate but equal” TSU), Heman Sweatt was awarded admission to 
the University of Texas along with five other African American men. Yet despite this victory for 
academic desegregation, the lack of institutional support for African Americans at UT led to 
mental and physical health problems that resulted in Sweatt’s withdrawal from the university 
without a degree. Only two of the six students who originally enrolled in UT after the Sweatt 
decision would go on to graduate, and only ten African Americans would graduate from the UT 
School of Law in the decade following the desegregation of the institution (Goldstone, 2006).  
 The aftermath of the Morrill Act of 1890 and the Sweatt v. Painter decision illustrate the 
deeper ways that higher education functions as both a microcosm of, as well as an active agent 
within, its surrounding community and the larger American culture. The end goal of educational 
achievement cannot be separated from the socialization process that occurs within the campus 
climate, and the overall purpose of public education at any given moment. As an institution that 
is tasked with creating, reinforcing, and disseminating knowledge to the greater public, it cannot 
be ignored that the micro-level attempts (or lack thereof) to include under-represented students 
within the process of higher education is itself a form of knowledge that socializes students for 
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their lives beyond the academy. To blatantly exclude students of color from full participation in 
the higher education experience thus perpetuates the attitude that they are unfit for full civic 
participation and undeserving of support and redress from other public institutions as well. Given 
the contexts of large, watershed public policies (Civil War Reconstruction, Jim Crow), combined 
with population demographics of the United States during these historical eras, these issues of 
diversity versus integration and citizenship in higher education were entirely Black and White 
issues. However, just as the Civil War and Jim Crow changed higher education’s views on which 
publics these institutions were accountable to and which students they served, the United States’ 
colonial expansion into the Pacific also complicated notions of higher education on another, 
more localized frontier. 
Higher Education and the Construction of a Filipino/American Identity  
Since the American colonization of the Philippines from 1898-1946, the United States 
has had a direct influence in defining the Filipino and Filipino American identities, giving them 
meaning in relation to both the White American majority and the non-Filipino majority of the 
Asian American population. The beginning of the American colonial period in the Philippines is 
notable in the Asian American historical narrative, as immigration from China had recently been 
banned as a result of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, and the de facto exclusion of Japanese 
immigration would soon follow with the 1904 Gentleman’s Agreement (Chan, 1991). These 
restrictions on the two largest immigration streams from Asia were the result of growing civil 
unrest from Whites who vilified the “Yellow Peril” of Asian immigrants as criminal deviants 
who were inassimilable to American culture and created unfair competition for working class 
jobs (Okihiro, 1994). As colonial subjects who were recognized under the law as “US nationals,” 
Filipinos were exempt from these exclusionary policies, yet still excluded from the full rights 
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and privileges of citizenship that were only afforded to Whites (Chuh, 2003). Therefore, Filipino 
Americans occupied a liminal space between Asian (alien) and American (citizen) that exposed 
the contradictory nature of racial and national categories (Takaki, 1998). Their identity occupied 
a marginal space that valued the Philippines as a colonial territory in Asia but devalued the 
presence of Filipino Americans within the domestic sphere. Espiritu (2003) refers to these 
processes as “differential inclusion”: 
…I define differential inclusion as the process whereby a group of people is deemed 
integral to the nation’s economy, culture, identity, and power- but integral only or 
precisely because of their designated subordinate standing… I use the term inclusion to 
underscore that Filipinos, and similarly racialized groups, have always been inside of and 
played absolutely crucial roles in the building and sustaining of the nation… In so doing, 
I wish to show that the process of differential inclusion is intimately connected to the 
“possessive investment in Whiteness.” (pp. 47-48, emphasis in original) 
 The education system played a central role in the differential inclusion of Filipino 
Americans, subsequently revising the traditional relationship between a liberal American 
education and national citizenship.  Between 1904-1912, approximately 500 Filipino students 
were selected to attend prestigious US colleges and universities as “pensionados.” Unlike their 
Asian American counterparts (and all non-White persons) who were categorically excluded from 
public education at all levels, these select few Filipinos were granted access to the top tiers of 
public higher education in the United States (Posadas, 1999, 2013). As part of the American 
colonial project in the Philippines, the United States sought to spread Western ideals throughout 
the colony by educating elite Filipino students in American universities under the presumption 
that these students would return to the Philippines and utilize their positions of influence to 
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establish a self-sufficient, American-modeled system of government (Agoncillo, 1990). 
Pensionados were strategically chosen for their social statuses of power and influence, and as 
such were from far different social, economic, and cultural backgrounds (many were mixed race 
with Spanish and/or Chinese ancestry, as was typical for the elite at the time) than the Filipino 
laborers who migrated to the West Coast, Hawaii, and Alaska in the early 1900’s. Filipinos, as 
colonial subjects, were seen as the “little brown brothers” of the United States, who were in need 
of a “civilized” education and system of government in the same vein as indigenous people 
(Brayboy, 2006; Vergara, 2013). However, just because Filipinos were seen as more conducive 
to assimilation does not mean that their full assimilation was desired by White Americans. The 
overall objective for pensionado program was for these students to return to the Philippines 
rather than settle in the United States permanently. The purpose of incorporating Filipinos into 
American higher education was not to integrate the higher education landscape, but rather to use 
higher education as a tool of social control. Debates about whether to uphold public education as 
an elite privilege or to diversify it for the sake of assimilating and controlling those to be 
perceived of lower classes have been at the forefront of education reform throughout American 
history (Cremin, 1964; Hessinger, 1999; Thelin, 2011). In the case of the Philippines, the 
strategy of using education as a tool of social control was particularly useful for the United States 
because it gave their colonial power a façade of benevolence, democracy, and equality that stood 
in stark contrast to Spanish colonial rule that relied heavily on oppressive religious doctrine 
(Hsu, 2013; Leonardo & Matias, 2013).  
Despite the presence of the pensionados, social, political, and economic tensions between 
Filipino American immigrants and mainstream America persisted throughout the early 1900’s, 
and would eventually lead to the United States granting the Philippines commonwealth status 
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through the 1934 Tydings-McDuffie Act, which promised the establishment of the Republic of 
the Philippines in ten years’ time (extended to 1946 because of World War II). As a result, the 
Philippines would be free from the United States’ colonial rule, and finally subject to the 
immigration restrictions that were placed on the rest of Asia (Takaki, 1998). After the end of 
formal colonial rule, the effects of American colonialism are still readily apparent in the 
Philippine education system and its culture as a whole. English is one of the country’s official 
languages, used as the primary medium of instruction in schools as well as in government affairs. 
In 2011, the Philippine Department of Education adopted a compulsory K-12 educational 
system, adding two more years onto its pre-existing system in order to make Filipino graduates 
more marketable to educational and professional opportunities outside the country (de los Reyes, 
2013). To that end, the prestige of colleges in the Philippines is evaluated heavily on an 
institution’s ability to make graduates marketable for jobs abroad, where people are often able to 
make more money underemployed in the service sector than they would in their respective 
professional fields in the Philippines (Parrenas, 2001).  
Immigration bans on Asian countries remained in place until the 1965 Immigration and 
Nationality Act lifted these discriminatory policies. In the post-1965 era, Philippine-American 
immigration has consisted predominantly of college-educated professionals employed in the 
sciences, engineering, medical, and business industries. The oppressive martial law regime of 
Ferdinand Marcos (1972-1981), combined with United States immigration policies that sought to 
fill demands in growing labor markets, created a significant “brain drain” from the Philippines, 
shifting the mentality of Filipino immigrants from sojourners to settlers (Takaki, 1989, pp 432-
434). Concurrently, the influx of highly educated immigrants from throughout Asia has shifted 
public discourse on Asian Americans from deviants and criminals to that of well-behaved model 
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minorities. Under these new public policies and individual ideologies of immigration, Filipino 
Americans have become the second largest ethnic group in the Asian American population (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2012). Over a century after the pensionado program ended, approximately 
400,000 Filipino Americans are currently enrolled in higher education, and 49% of Filipino 
American adults have attained a Bachelor’s degree or higher (Museus, Maramba, & Teranishi, 
2013). Despite these successes, just as in the American colonial period, higher education 
continues to serve as an integral site for the development and formation of a Filipino American 
identity that is neither wholly Asian nor wholly American. The higher education experience 
actively forges the boundaries of the Filipino American identity for college students, while also 
extending its influence beyond the campus environment to students’ understandings of race and 
ethnicity in the entire United States. 
Higher Education as a Mitigating Factor in Post-1965 Racial/Ethnic Identity Formation 
One of the most salient debates in higher education research asks how findings and 
implications can specifically attribute the characteristics and learning outcomes of college 
graduates to causal phenomena that are exclusive to the college experience, rather than natural 
aspects of human development that would have occurred for these same people regardless of 
how they spent those 4-5 years of their young adulthood (Astin, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005). In this regard, concepts of the Asian American racial identity – who is considered Asian 
American, and what values and meanings are prescribed onto these people – have significant 
causal links to the education system. The racial and ethnic ideologies of college students are not 
merely concepts that are associated with the non-academic world; specific meanings about race 
and ethnicity are developed within the college environment due to the unique historical and 
contemporary factors that converge within this space. 
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In the post-Civil Rights Era, Asian Americans have been deemed as the “model minority” 
that has succeeded despite the obstacles of acculturation and institutionalized racism. Among the 
most touted statistics are their household income (almost $70,000, compared to the national 
average of $51,000) and educational attainment (49.2% with a Bachelor’s degree or higher, 
compared to 28.7% of the general population) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). When compared with 
other racial groups, the false causal link is established that Asian Americans are achieving well 
because they are Asian. Cultural values such as strict parenting, emphasis on education, 
apolitical passivity, and deference to authority that are presumed to be inherent tenets of their 
racial and ethnic culture, and not at all reflective of social, political, and economic factors that 
have benefitted certain Asian Americans (but certainly not all) and denied equal opportunities to 
Latinos, African Americans, and Native Americans (Chun, 1980; Lee, 2009; Poon et al., 2016; 
E. D. Wu, 2015; F. H. Wu, 2003).  
When macro-level statistics for Asian Americans are disaggregated by ethnicity, Filipino 
Americans are achieving at commendable numbers compared to national averages, but not in 
relation to East Asian Americans, who became the primary reference point for the construction 
of the model minority stereotype due to their quantitative majority within the Asian American 
population, particularly in the late 1960’s-early 1970’s. Despite Filipino Americans having a 
higher college completion rate (49%) than the national average (29%), they trail the 
postsecondary education attainment rates of Taiwanese (72%), Korean (54%), and Chinese 
Americans (52%) and are approximately even with Japanese Americans (48%) (Museus, 2013; 
Teranishi, 2002). While some of these gaps do not appear to be terribly wide, a holistic 
evaluation of educational attainment as process rather than merely a product illustrates that the 
Filipino American population is not entirely as successful as it seems on the surface. Filipino 
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Americans have the largest percentage of partial college completion (29%) out of all Asian 
American ethnic groups, as well as the largest drop-off between Bachelor’s and advanced degree 
attainment – a 5:1 ratio between the two categories (Ramakrishnan & Ahmad, 2014).  
A closer analysis of the Filipino American higher education experience compared to the 
aggregate Asian American category illustrates shortcomings in undergraduate retention and 
matriculation to advanced degrees that other Asian American ethnicities are not faced with – 
especially those ethnic groups that are of similar population size. Furthermore, within the 
Filipino American community, these differences are not seen as natural statistical variance or the 
product of insufficient individual merits. Rather, they are understood as directly linked to 
Filipino American culture, history, and identity.  
Academic and Co-Curricular Influences on Filipino American Student Identities. 
While Filipino American educational attainment figures are commendable for their place well 
above the national average, discussions about Filipino American experiences in higher education 
are often ignored by education policy studies and popular discussions that focus on the polar 
ends of achievement to craft public opinion. Despite the relative invisibility of the Filipino 
American narrative within educational policy discourse, research that has been conducted on 
Filipino American college students actively complicates the relationships between racial 
identities, student achievement, and educational access. Whereas the classification of Filipino 
American students under the Asian American racial category links them to the model minority 
stereotype of academic overachievement, the Filipino American student perspective exhibits 
characteristics of educational aspirations, access, and attainment that are unique to this ethnic 
group and defy monolithic categorizations of “Asian.”  
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Espiritu and Wolf’s (2001) research on Filipino American families complicates predictive 
characteristics of educational aspirations, expectations, and achievements associated with Asian 
Americans and the model minority stereotype. Utilizing data from a longitudinal study of youth 
who were surveyed in eighth/ninth grade and three years later during eleventh/twelfth grade, 
Espiritu and Wolf found heavily gendered discrepancies in educational aspirations and 
expectations. In terms of aspirations, or the ideal goals of students and their parents, at the 
eleventh/twelfth grade research stage, parents had much higher aspirations for their daughters, 
who in turn also had higher aspirations for themselves when compared to aspirations for and of 
sons. 13% more female than male students aspired to achieve an advanced college degree, and 
8% more parents aspired for their daughters to achieve an advanced degree than sons (Espiritu & 
Wolf, p. 167). However, these aspirations stand in stark contrast to students’ educational 
expectations, or their realistic goals that consider relevant contextual factors. Comparisons 
between expectations and aspirations display significant downgrades between the two types of 
educational goals, as well as between the two research phases – the first, when students are 
starting to begin considering their higher education pathways, and the second, when students are 
at the gateway into higher education. 
At Espiritu and Wolf’s second research stage, 9.2% of male subjects and 8.7% of female 
subjects aspired to attend a community college, yet 24.2% of males and 22.4% of females 
expected to do so. When expectations at the second stage are compared to aspirations from the 
first stage, those who expected to attend a highly selective public university dropped 5% for 
males (16.4% to 11.7%) and 12% for females (28.6% to 16.2%). The percentage of students at 
the second stage who expected to attend in-state schools outside of subjects’ metropolitan area or 
an out-of-state school decreased from stage one aspirations by one-half or more per location and 
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per gender. Most notably, the number of students whose educational expectations consisted of 
“No plans” jumped dramatically between research stages one and two. 28% of both male and 
female subject groups expected to have no postsecondary education plans at the second research 
stage, increases of one-fourth and one-third from the first stage, respectively. All in all, these 
statistics reflect a more severe curtailing of aspirations for female subjects, who attained higher 
GPAs by approximately 0.5 grade points at both stages of the study (p. 165). In addition, the 
longitudinal outcomes also present findings that establish a relationship between educational 
achievement and racial identity. These findings are incredibly significant considering the ages 
and grade levels of subjects. Those who reported experiencing discrimination increased from 
63% to 69% between eighth/ninth and eleventh/twelfth grades, and the respondents who agreed 
with the statement “No matter how much education I get, people will still discriminate against 
me,” increased from 38% to 44% (p. 171). For the students who eventually matriculate into 
higher education, the prevalence of these attitudes about race and ethnicity has direct 
implications on how they will come to view their holistic educational experiences as directly 
linked to their identities. 
Beyond the Filipino American community, Teranishi, Ceja, Antonio, Allen, and 
McDonough’s (2004) study on Asian American college choice illustrates differing trends of 
educational access for Filipino Americans compared with other Asian Americans. From a sample 
of over 18,000 Asian American students, 2,500 (14.2%) of whom were Filipino Americans, 
researchers found that 81.5% of Filipino Americans were attending institutions of low 
selectivity, and conversely, 18.5% were attending institutions of high selectivity. These 
percentages were the highest and lowest, respectively, amongst the subject groups, which also 
included Chinese Americans, Korean Americans, Japanese Americans, and Southeast Asian 
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Americans. By contrast, the most favorable statistics in terms of academic selectivity belonged to 
Korean Americans, 62% of whom attended institutions of low selectivity and 38.1% attended 
highly selective institutions (p. 535). In terms of college choice factors, Filipino Americans were 
far more likely than Japanese, Chinese, and Korean Americans to cite non-academic reasons 
such as “relative’s wish” and “wanted to live near home” as significant, and also far more likely 
than Chinese and Korean Americans to only apply to one school (p. 537). In these measures, 
Filipino Americans were extremely comparable to Southeast Asians, whereas Chinese, Korean, 
and Japanese Americans (East Asians) were more similar to one another. These two studies by 
Espiritu & Wolf and Teranishi, et al. demonstrate that Filipino Americans experience a 
downward educational trajectory through the educational pipeline from the K-12 system into 
postsecondary education. Furthermore, these outcomes are not solely reflective of individual 
academic qualifications but are also a product of parental and cultural expectations placed upon 
these students that force them to consider curtailing their academic aspirations despite their 
objective qualifications. While gaining admittance into any institution of higher education is a 
notable achievement, when this accomplishment is evaluated holistically, stark differences 
emerge between Filipino Americans and their Asian American counterparts. In an environment 
where racial identity and academic achievement are tied to one another, the Filipino American 
identity takes on a new meaning that is not expressed institutionally but is nonetheless clearly 
understood by Filipino American students in their everyday lives. 
Exploring deeper into the gendered differences between Filipino American educational 
aspirations and expectations, Espiritu (2001) and Maramba (2008) found that Filipina American 
women reported being held to higher standards of morality and experienced more diffused 
educational aspirations than men. Young women were expected to attend schools closer to home 
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(high schools and colleges), not allowed to date or socialize, and follow conservative ideals of 
homemaking and sexual purity, whereas young men were not held to any of these restrictions, 
under the guise that “boys are boys and girls are different” (Espiritu, p. 428). These gendered 
cultural expectations of Filipina Americans are a significant cause of downturns in educational 
expectations and aspirations (Maramba, pp. 342-343). Beyond the seemingly race-neutral 
categorizations of imbalanced gender norms that are pervasive in a patriarchal society, female 
subjects in these studies understood the restrictions placed on them as directly linked to tenets of 
the Filipino culture. As one second generation Filipina American stated: 
All that connectedness, it steals parts of myself because all of my energies are devoted to 
my family. And that is the reason why I think Americans are successful. The majority of 
the American people they can just do what they want. They don’t feel guilty because they 
only have a few people to relate to. For us Filipinos, it’s like roots under the tree, you 
have all these connections… I want to be more independent, more like the Americans. I 
want to be good to my family but what about me? And all the things that I am doing. It’s 
hard. It’s always a struggle. (p. 424) 
 Even as “adults,” who are theoretically independent within the contexts of United States 
policy and culture, Filipino Americans still feel a strong obligation to their parents, rooted in 
repaying them for the sacrifices they made as immigrants through doing well in school and 
remaining close to home. However, the achievement of one of these goals cannot come at the 
cost of the other. Whereas people of all races (including Asian Americans themselves) associate 
the Asian American cultural temperament with the proclivity for academic excellence, Filipino 
Americans exhibit multiple differences from this stereotype, as actions that are attributed to 
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cultural preservation and moral values are significant factors in shaping, and often restricting, 
educational aspirations beyond the sole achievements of the individual. 
Beyond the Filipino-Asian binary of ethnic identification, Ocampo’s (2016) research on 
Filipino American identity posits that the education system has created a system of racial 
formation where Filipino Americans are more closely associated with Latinos and African 
Americans than Asian Americans. Ocampo compares the experiences of Filipino American 
students from Southern California high schools wherein Filipino Americans were the dominant 
Asian American ethnicity, with their experiences in California’s public universities where East 
Asians were the predominant Asian American population. As high school students, Filipino 
Americans reported receiving many of the benefits of the model minority stereotype that other 
students of color did not – they were given preferential treatment on potential disciplinary 
matters, placed in college preparatory classes, and their reputation as high-achieving students 
was seen as an inherent aspect of their culture as Asian Americans (pp. 116-123).   
But as these students advanced to California’s elite public universities, their Asian 
American identity was quickly called into question by East Asians, who subjects would come to 
classify as “Asian Asians” or “regular Asians.” East Asian students were characterized by 
Filipino Americans through elevated metrics of educational achievement, such as private 
standardized test tutoring, higher GPA’s, concentration in STEM majors, stricter “Asian 
educational values,” and parents who placed heavy restrictions on their children’s social lives 
(pp. 179-182). In contrast, Filipino Americans saw themselves as more heavily concentrated in 
social sciences and humanities majors, and felt their parents’ restrictive influence was primarily 
over their academic rather than social lives (e.g. telling them which majors to pursue or which 
colleges to attend). It was not until they came to college and compared themselves to other Asian 
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Americans that they began to come to terms with the non-biological, non-quantitative aspects of 
racial identity that placed them in closer cultural congruence with Latinos and African 
Americans, who also deal with their own conflicting experiences of academic belonging and 
intra-ethnic othering, especially in elite institutions (K. P. Gonzalez, 2002; Harper & Quaye, 
2007). Based on these underlying factors of race as the culmination of cultural, socioeconomic, 
physical, and other structural factors, Ocampo observes a panminority identification amongst 
Filipino Americans in the university setting that reflects a cultural upbringing and educational 
experiences that are more like Latino and African American cultures and perspectives rather than 
other Asian Americans. To further emphasize this point, Ocampo recounts an anecdote of a post-
interview conversation with a research subject who had previously dated a Latina, yet refers to 
his current relationship with a Vietnamese American woman as his first inter-racial relationship 
(pp. 73-74). 
Ocampo also briefly compares varying Filipino American experiences and identity 
affinities based on educational contexts, such as majority-minority private high schools, public 
schools with magnet tracks, and commuter-based universities. Filipino American students from 
various social, economic, cultural, and academic settings view their racial/ethnic identity 
differently in and of itself, as well as in relation to other races and ethnicities. However, given 
that the focus of his study was not education policy, Ocampo does not go in-depth behind larger 
histories and contemporary factors that craft the material conditions of these various educational 
settings. A concurrent comparison of Filipino American college students as both Filipino 
Americans and college students is thus required to highlight the specific role of the higher 
education environment in crafting Filipino American identities within campus communities. 
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The individual and collective racial dis-identifications of Filipino American students 
from East Asian Americans in a college environment are reflective of larger patterns of 
educational access and attainment that affect students at the gateways to and transitions through 
higher education. Teranishi’s (2002) comparison of Filipino and Chinese American high school 
students in California demonstrates the strong influence of the educational environment in 
creating a multiplicity of Asian American identities from a structural level. Whereas Chinese 
American subjects reported being actively counseled and prepared for college, Filipino American 
subjects reported that staff members rarely had any time for them, assumed that they would not 
attend prestigious universities, and often gave them information about the college going process 
that was either incommensurate with their academic qualifications or blatantly incorrect (pp. 
149-150). Filipino American subjects also described a campus climate where they were 
stereotyped as gang members and academic delinquents due to their physical appearance. These 
findings imply that Filipino Americans, particularly males, are stereotyped in the same way as 
Latino and Black students – hostile, adversarial, and in constant need of criminal surveillance 
(Ocampo, 2016, pp. 129–130; Ochoa, 2013, p. 116) – and not as Asian American model 
minorities. They are also troubling given that, as mentioned previously, many Filipino American 
students come from college-educated, middle- to upper-class income households and do inherit 
some privileges that place them on predictive tracks to attend elite institutions of higher 
education. The Filipino American educational experiences of Teranishi’s study illustrate that 
students who are similarly situated and categorized from an institutional standpoint based on 
racial demographics, GPA’s, test scores, and other quantitative metrics, can still navigate the 
educational system in incredibly disparate ways that are divisive amongst racial/ethnic lines. 
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Another layer of analysis that is not deeply explored within Teranishi’s Chinese-Filipino 
American study is his method of dividing the subject pool into 4 sub-groups, 2 Chinese and 2 
Filipino, from 4 different high schools. Each ethnic subgroup attended a high school where its 
specific ethnicity was either the majority or had a substantial presence (40% or more) of the 
school’s Asian American population, which itself was also a significant raw number (ranging 
from 800-1,600 throughout the sample) (p. 147). As public high schools, the population 
demographics of these sites mirrored those of their surrounding communities. Therefore, the 
ways that racial and ethnic identity are experienced within these schools cannot be viewed in 
isolation without a larger consideration of how these identities are conceived within those 
regions as a whole. Despite being located in the same state, these four schools portrayed much 
more locally developed, differing concepts of who is Asian American and what it means to be 
considered as such.  
Collectively, these insights into Filipino American educational processes and outcomes 
uncover critical counter-narratives to the model minority myth and its underlying ideas of race as 
a fixed, objective identity that encompasses a finite number of markers of cultural belonging. 
However, individual ideologies of race must be combined with collective action within the 
educational environment to understand the complete cycle of racial and ethnic identity – not only 
how it is conceived, but also how students collectively perform this identity within campus 
spaces that are explicitly marked as being of and for Filipino Americans.  
The Importance of the Extra-Curricular Sphere 
For Asian American college students, the higher education environment serves as a 
crucial site of study regarding racial identity formation for two reasons. First, college student 
organizations were directly involved in the very development of the “Asian American” identity 
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as a self-determined marker of political solidarity during the Civil Rights Era. As 2nd generation, 
US-born children of immigrants who saw the United States as their permanent home rather than 
a temporary residence, college students had the intrinsic motivation to aspire toward a better life 
for themselves, and were able to organize in ways that the generation before them could not by 
overcoming language and cultural barriers (Espiritu, 1993; Ho, Antonio, Fujino, & Yip, 2000; 
Louie & Omatsu, 2001). Secondly, despite being a minority within predominantly White 
institutions, colleges and universities still serve as a critical site where Asian American youth are 
able to come to terms with their racial identity due to the sheer number of Asian Americans who 
are concentrated within a particular place, as well as the heavily segregated and racialized nature 
of college life that is so systemic that it comes across as “natural” (Inkelas, 2004). As Kibria 
(1999) states: 
Even however for those students who remain distant from formal pan-Asian activity, the 
college years are likely to be a time of encounters with the Asian American concept and 
reflection about what it means for identity and community. For one thing, regardless of 
whether or not one chooses to be involved, pan-Asian groups and organizations are a 
visible part of campus life… Thus while an Asian-origin student may very well avoid 
pan-Asian activities on campus, she or he is nonetheless likely to confront the idea of 
“Asian American” in some fashion. (p. 34) 
Kibria’s observations about the visibility of Asian American groups and organizations 
allude to the perceived scope and magnitude of the Asian American presence on college 
campuses. In the general sense, student organizations of all types serve as the literal and 
figurative flag bearers for their target demographic. The establishment of a student organization 
on campus serves to legitimize the presence of that particular interest group within the student 
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population. The common practice of academic advisors, professional staff, and faculty members 
referring new students to extra-curricular organizations based on any number of interests they 
may have further illustrates how the roles of these organizations are understood within the higher 
education sphere. Furthermore, as I will explore in my research findings and analysis, the size of 
any one organization combined with the social and financial capital generated through its annual 
programming are also interpreted as representative of the significance of its target demographic 
and the dedication of its affinity group members to their chosen cause.  
Despite these tangible markers of campus activity, extra-curricular programs can easily 
be overlooked on large campuses where innumerable organized activities occur every day (both 
formally and informally affiliated with the university). However, the Asian American presence 
on college campuses is also hyper-visible due to the stereotype of Asian Americans as “perpetual 
foreigners.” As people who are assumed to be out of place, the Asian American population is 
noticed much more intently than that of Whites. Within the higher education environment, the 
hyper-visibility of Asian Americans is heightened even more due to larger discussions about who 
“deserves” to obtain access to higher education, with the stereotypes being that Asian Americans 
are often solely focused on academics and do not actively contribute to extra-curricular campus 
life, or that Asian Americans, as foreigners, are taking over socioeconomic opportunities that 
should be reserved for Whites (Takagi, 1993; F. H. Wu, 2003). 
During the Civil Rights Era, the emerging collective Asian American identity was one 
that became explicitly political both on and off campus, as Asian American student organizations 
were also part of labor, anti-war, and housing movements in the communities surrounding their 
campuses (Ho et al., 2000). Higher education played a significant role in mobilizing and 
empowering the Asian American community through the concentration of large numbers of 
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Asian Americans of similar demographic characteristics (age, class, etc.) within one 
environment. More broadly, the radical nature of the Asian American identity also served as an 
act of resistance to a national mentality that was still very hostile to Asian Americans due to the 
“Yellow Peril” stereotype that was built upon vestiges of US military involvement in Asia 
throughout the mid-1900’s (F. H. Wu, 2003).  However, despite the primacy of the higher 
education environment for Asian American identity formation, Filipino American students found 
themselves disconnected from these processes of identity formation due to their inability to fit 
the mold of an Asian American identity that is directly influenced by linkages between perceived 
Asian cultural values and educational experiences and outcomes as I have described above. 
Therefore, the Filipino American identity within the higher education system is not just one that 
is formed in dialogue with the White majority, but also in response to the non-Filipino, Asian 
American majority. Yet even as a minority within a minority, Filipino American students are not 
merely passive victims of discrimination but have also exhibited great agency in making their 
own voices and concerns expressed through their actions as students and organized members of 
campus communities.  
Significance of Student Organizing for Filipino Americans. Filipino American 
community organizing has a long history amongst both college students and the population at 
large. In line with the adage that “wherever two Filipinos got together, they formed a club,” 
Filipino Americans formed civic and student organizations upon their arrival in the early 20th 
century as a means to cope with their isolation from their homeland of the Philippines as well as 
their dual isolation within their new country of the United States (Cordova, 1983; Espiritu, 2003; 
Koerner, 2007). While the conservative, White mainstream views these actions as clannish 
resistance to American assimilation, Espiritu describes the phenomenon of community 
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organizing as a way for Filipino Americans to establish a sense of “home” in a country where it 
did not exist: 
The stresses of migration – the struggles against xenophobia, cultural racism, and 
economic discrimination – have intensified considerably Filipino immigrants’ 
identification with their place of origin. At the same time, they have also firmly rooted 
Filipinos in joined struggles with each other and with other kin communities to define 
and claim their place in the United States. (p. 16, emphasis in original) 
On college campuses, which are often their own self-contained communities within larger 
cities or regions, Filipino American students utilize these same principles of community 
organizing to establish and reinforce their identities both in and out of the academy. In the early 
years of the post-1965 immigration wave, these identities were explicitly radical. One of the 
earliest influential Filipino American student organizations, the Philippine American Collegiate 
Endeavor (PACE) at San Francisco State College, took part in the Third World Liberation Front 
(TWLF)-led student strike of 1968 that established the first ethnic studies program in the nation 
(Umemoto, 1989). PACE was separate from yet allied with other Asian American groups in 
TWLF, including the Asian American Political Alliance (AAPA) and the Intercollegiate Chinese 
for Student Action (ICSA). The separation of PACE from other Asian American organizations 
was reflective of the material conditions of Filipino American students and their communities. 
As predominantly working-class, first-generation students in a small but growing urban 
community, their political concerns were distinct enough from to warrant ethnic separation, but 
similar enough to maintain ties to other minority student groups through TWLF. According to 
Umemoto: 
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The purpose was fourfold: to encourage and aid low-income Pilipino-American students 
in the Mission area to enter college; to establish communication channels between youth 
organizations in the Bay Area; to research socioeconomic problems and their solutions; 
and to serve as a referral agency for employment, medical, housing, recreation, and 
counseling services. (p. 16) 
These original goals of PACE illustrate a direct connection between the community and 
the academy and not merely segregation for the sake of social difference. Filipino Americans in 
San Francisco saw the university as an active gateway to addressing their cultural, economic, 
social, political, and academic needs. These communities traced an academic trajectory in which 
the desired outcomes of higher education were directly related to the inputs these students 
brought into the college environment. These under-represented students used their pre-college 
experiences to dictate their own goals and demand that the university provide the necessary 
pathways to achieve the most of their education. 
As Filipino American communities and college student populations have grown, Filipino 
American student organizing has also expanded beyond the simplistic model of all-
encompassing “cultural organizations” or “Filipino clubs.” Currently, Filipino American college 
student organizations include radical political organizations (Louie & Omatsu, 2001), K-12 
outreach and tutoring programs (Halagao, 2013), fraternities and sororities (A. Gonzalez, 2012; 
Tran & Chang, 2013), academic retention programs (Buenavista, 2013), feminist groups 
(Strobel, 2001), performance arts troupes (Gonzalves, 2009), and undocumented student 
advocacy/outreach (Ryoo & Ho, 2013), among many others. Many of these organizations exist 
on the same campuses together and are also part of regional, national, and international alliances 
that extend beyond the campus and even higher education in general. Rather than diluting the 
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Filipino American voice, the new facets of Filipino American student organizing more deeply 
critique the boundaries of the Filipino American identity beyond (and sometimes altogether 
foregoing) the essentialized, multiculturalist history of the Philippines and the United States’ role 
as a (neo)colonial power within that history. In describing the purpose of these alternative 
spaces, Strobel states: 
Unity is often a euphemism for control, a means to confine and contain the elements of a 
society that do not fit into the definition of ‘American.’ To challenge these imposed 
definitions, the participants [students] discussed the necessity of creating community 
institutions that will do political and cultural education simultaneously… There will be a 
need to find a new language and develop a conceptual arsenal with which to articulate the 
Filipino American position. (p. 115)  
This stance on the diversity of needs and concerns within the Filipino American 
community emphasizes the need for applying intersectionality to the analysis of groups that are 
presumed to be similar to one another. According to Crenshaw (1991) there is a “need to account 
for multiple grounds of identity when considering how the social world is constructed” (p. 1245). 
Through analyzing the role of Black women within contemporary identity politics, Crenshaw 
determines that being Black and a woman are two identities that cannot be interpreted as 
mutually exclusive of one another. Rather, these two identities, and many others, overlap in 
various contexts – structurally, politically, and representationally. Furthermore, the primacy of 
any identity(ies) may shift within and between these contexts. In the case of organizing around 
the common thread of identity politics, “intersectionality might be more broadly useful as a way 
of mediating the tension between assertions of multiple identity and the ongoing necessity of 
group politics” (p. 1296). Thus, identity politics are not merely about determining which identity 
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is “best” or holds the most salient primacy at any given time. Nor are they about acknowledging 
nuance for the sake of being superficially counted as a seat at the table. Rather, intersectionality 
forces those who organize around identity politics of any cause to truly examine the roots of 
subordination and privilege within these identities and exact change for holistic equity, rather 
than merely attributing their identities to rigid and traditional markers or looking to have one’s 
own individual concerns being lifted up to a position of privilege within the hierarchy.  
The modern landscape of Filipino American student organizing resists oversimplified 
constructs of what it means to be Filipino American and a student of color in higher education, 
instead choosing to explore the constant dialogue that occurs between the academy and the 
community, past and present. In the specific case of higher education, it is not enough to merely 
consider Filipino American students as a monolithic entity. It is equally necessary to examine the 
nuances of the college environment that disparately affect students with various educational 
inputs and experiences. These efforts to diversify the Filipino American extra-curricular 
landscape symbolize students’ critiques of the Filipino American experience and willingness to 
explore this identity as more than an individual marker of social identity, but rather as a part of 
their academic trajectory and collective self-efficacy that are a central part of their curriculum 
and not extraneous to it. However, as promising as the potential for identity exploration and 
transformative action within the college environment may be, Filipino American student 
organizations of all types inherently work within and against the structures of the university that 
aim to dictate the scope and magnitude of extra-curricular activities within larger ideologies 
regarding the purpose of higher education.  
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The Influence of Neoliberalism on Higher Education and Racial Identities 
Multiple scholars have characterized the current social, economic, and political landscape 
of American public policy as focusing on a neoliberal ideology (Giroux, 2014; Harvey, 2007; 
Melamed, 2006; Ong, 2006). Neoliberalism “most commonly refers to a set of economic 
regulatory policies including the privatization of public resources, financial liberalization 
(deregulation of interest rates), market liberalization (opening of domestic markets), and global 
economic management” (Melamed, pp. 14–15). The emergence of neoliberalism in the 1970-
80’s was an institutional response to shifting perspectives of America through both foreign and 
domestic lenses. As liberal public policies sought to provide social services and civil liberties to 
previously disenfranchised and socially marginalized groups (e,g, people of color, women, 
LGBTQ, persons with disabilities), conservative backlash mounted against these measures, 
calling for increased levels of accountability for public sector spending. The result has been a 
new system of “relationships between governing and the governed, power and knowledge, and 
sovereignty and territoriality” (Ong, p. 3). Appealing to a “common sense” rhetoric, 
neoliberalism has ushered in an age where “[t]he language of the market and business culture 
have now almost entirely supplanted any celebration of the public good” (Giroux, p. 8). Liberal 
policies in higher education such as affirmative action, interdisciplinary studies, and minority 
student affairs that sought to create a diverse and equitable environment are hence critiqued and 
curtailed through consumer-focused, capitalist critiques focused on controlling government 
spending (portrayed to the individual as the efficient use of her/his tax and tuition dollars) and 
academic excellence (the fair chance for an individual’s academic qualifications to retain 
social/human capital without being diluted by increased access to higher education).  
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As higher education experienced dramatic reductions in need-based financial aid 
throughout the 1980’s, coupled with rising costs of an education that far exceeded increases in 
national income, expectations of higher education began to shift. The exorbitant financial costs 
of higher education transformed the expectations of students and their communities from one of 
constituents seeking political and moral accountability (the ability to participate in the “public” 
of public education) to one of consumers seeking significant, capitalistic returns on their 
investments into the higher education system (Bowen & Bok, 2000; Giroux, 2014). Public 
policies began to dictate that higher education was a private good that should be financed by 
individuals rather than the public. As Melamed states, neoliberalism “incorporates the rhetoric of 
civil rights to portray ‘economic rights’ as the most fundamental civil right and to advocate in an 
absolutist manner for deregulation, privatization, regulated ‘free markets,’ and other neoliberal 
measures as the only way to guarantee economic rights” (p. 17). Thus, liberal considerations of 
the Civil Rights Era that viewed higher education as a means of upward mobility for under-
privileged and systematically excluded communities were taken off the table. The benefits of 
including such students within a higher education landscape became reduced to a color-blind 
notion of “diversity” that framed it as a compelling state interest in academic excellence. In 
following with the language of United States Supreme Court decisions regarding affirmative 
action admissions, notions of diversity shifted from restorative social justice for marginalized 
groups to a universal benefit that improved learning outcomes for all students in an equal manner 
(Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003, Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, 1978). However, 
this color-blind presumption that being around a diverse group of students naturally begets 
innovation and excellence ironically dismisses as irrelevant the continued disparities in life 
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chances and differential inclusions of diverse communities that actually serve as the foundation 
for heterogeneous worldviews.  
 Despite the growing attempts to dismiss race as irrelevant, disparities in educational 
outcomes continue to persist along racial lines. African American and Latino students are much 
more likely to be perceived as antagonistic and punished excessively, particularly for minor 
infractions (Ochoa, 2013; Schofield, 2010). Diversity in higher education is not increasing 
relative to the population of qualified students from under-represented populations (M. J. Chang, 
Witt, Jones, & Hakuta, 2003), and residential segregation (“White flight”) is leading to 
continuing and even increased segregation in K-12 schools compared to pre-Civil Rights Era 
levels (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Even when equal educational qualifications are accounted for, 
African Americans and Latinos are still under-employed and underpaid relative to Whites (Grant 
& Sleeter, 2010).  
However, when faced with these harsh realities, institutions of higher education rely on 
the self-fulfilling prophecy of neoliberal diversity – by claiming to embrace diversity and 
eradicating explicitly discriminatory policies, universities create a façade that deflects future 
claims of wrong-doing or inadequacy. As Ahmed (2012) describes:  
What is created by the description of the university as diverse might be the very idea of a 
university as being diverse, which as an idea then circulates within the community that is 
being described. The “diverse university” becomes a shared object, if others within the 
university repeat the description the repetition of utterance gives it force… The 
circulation of the word “diversity” creates the very idea of “the diverse institution” and in 
turn, this idea gives the word “diversity” its circulability. (p. 56) 
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 Ahmed further describes diversity as a “kind of ‘yes’ politics that encourages people to 
do something, rather than a ‘no’ politics that aims to prevent people from doing something” (p. 
67). Diversity thus becomes more marketable and viable within higher education rhetoric for 
their perceived traits of equality and inclusion. The quality of diversity and inclusion is thus 
measured on intent rather than impact. However, the adoption of this neoliberal, color-blind 
version of diversity has worked to obscure and marginalize many students’ educational needs 
and capabilities by solely focusing on quantitative and individual educational outcomes rather 
than holistic and collective educational processes.  
Filipino Americans pose a unique case to dissect and critique the effects of neoliberalism 
on the holistic higher education experience. As a population that has grown significantly within 
postsecondary education since the passage of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act 
(Museus, 2013; Teranishi, 2010) the establishment of a prominent Filipino American population 
has paralleled the development of neoliberalism. Furthermore, the history of the United States’ 
colonial and post-colonial relationship with the Philippines is one of the earliest and most long-
standing examples of the blurred borders of American economic and intellectual influence that 
are central aspects of neoliberalism (Ong, 2006). When these sociohistorical contexts of the 
Filipino American identity are combined with modern neoliberal ideals that seek to minimize 
racial inequity in an educational setting, Filipino American extra-curricular spaces become 
significant lenses through which to view the unique conflicts of identity that occur within this 
student population and the larger Filipino American community.  
As 2nd generation Filipino Americans from the post-1965 immigration wave came of 
college-going age in the late 1980’s into the early 1990’s, Filipino American organizations 
across the state of California began to see large booms in their membership, with some swelling 
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to over 300 members annually, drawing from Filipino American student populations of over 
1,000 at some campuses. Concurrently, the dawn of neoliberal higher education policies during 
the Reagan era of the 1980’s began to stifle notions of racial and ethnic diversity (both inter- and 
intra-) in lieu of multiculturalist policies that viewed diversity through the color-blind and 
ahistorical lens of Whiteness. Neoliberal multiculturalism revised new categories of privilege 
and stigma across previously established racial categories, thus replacing discussions of race 
with those of “culture.” Difference was now seen as rooted in innate and immutable other-ness 
(culture) rather than socially and politically constructed inequity (race). Identities and ideologies 
that aligned with the notion of the United States as a universal, supra-national good were 
therefore bolstered as the proper vision of being multicultural citizens, while those that critiqued 
continued inequities were branded as the true obstruction to civil rights (Melamed, 2006).  
One result of the ushering of neoliberal multiculturalism was the stifling of political 
action and shifting of priorities by Filipino American student organizations. The act of being in 
higher education itself was no longer seen as a political act as it was in the immediate aftermath 
of the Civil Rights Era, but rather as a universally opportunistic pursuit of an objective goal – the 
embodiment of individual, capitalist, civil rights. Race and ethnicity were reduced to 
happenstance (i.e. a student who “happens to be” a minority identity) or essentialist views of the 
tokenized history of a strange land, overlooking the wide array of contemporary issues that 
continued to disparately affect Filipino American communities. In regards to the latter, Filipino 
American student organizations in the 1980’s-1990’s became widely known for their 
proliferation of the Philippine cultural dance genre, a heavily European-influenced style of dance 
(created by an artistic and ethnographic team of former pensionados during the US colonial 
period) that translated cultural rituals into commodified products for a non-Filipino audience. 
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Philippine dance became a staple for all Filipino American student organizations and remains as 
such to this day, ignoring the inherent Orientalism and vestiges of Spanish and American empire 
that were contained within these routines and the abbreviated stories that supposedly gave them 
meaning, while simultaneously generating large amounts of financial and human capital for these 
student organizations through large-scale annual performances that often act as primary 
marketing tools for recruitment and retention of members (Gaerlan, 1999; Gonzalves, 2009; 
Hernandez, 2010). 
Rodriguez’ Suspended Apocalypse (2010) highlights the tangible effects of this shift 
toward neoliberal multiculturalism on once-politicized Filipino American student groups by 
conducting an analysis of a student-led pro-affirmative action protest from the year 2000 at the 
University of California, Berkeley. Protesters occupied a school building in the immediate 
vicinity of a Filipino cultural dance practice being held by University of California, Berkeley’s 
Pilipino American Student Association (PASA),1 who continued to resume business as usual 
despite a growing police presence in response to the protest: 
…student-performers were simultaneously inventing, rehearsing, and assimilating an 
eager (if stridently amateurish) production of the Filipino American real… The students’ 
movements mocked the very historical moment in which their rabid fabrications of 
Filipino American “history” and “community,” and their sincere though no less flimsy 
counterfeiting of a native homeland, had become a collective gesture of allegiance to a 
repressive, deeply racist university apparatus: California had passed the paradigmatic 
Proposition 209 less than three years earlier, rendering affirmative action illegal… (p. 14) 
                                                
1 Pseudonym. The organization is not mentioned by either its real name or a pseudonym in Rodriguez’ 
book. 
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PASA is one of the oldest Filipino American student organizations in California and was 
instrumental in organizing students of color at UC Berkeley in the 1960’s-70’s. However, 
Rodriguez’ account of this protest and the implications of PASA members refusing to participate 
in lieu of their impending cultural dance performance, highlight the contradictions that underlie 
the Filipino American identity within the neoliberal university. The UC Berkeley Pilipino 
American Student Alliance, once an active advocate for students of color in the Civil Rights Era, 
was collectively forgoing participation in an affirmative action demonstration – a policy directly 
descended from the Civil Rights Era – in favor of an annual performance that celebrated a 
multiculturalist and de-politicized Filipino American identity. Taken within the complete 
historical context of the UC Berkeley campus, this incident sheds light on the ways that racial 
and ethnic identities and meanings can shift drastically within college environments over a 
relatively short period, and simultaneously demonstrates the influence of Filipino American 
cultural organizations in controlling the narrative of the Filipino American identity to a larger 
campus community.  
Despite the 2000 incident, PASA at UC Berkeley still actively espouses “a network of 
social support through the encouragement of political struggle” as part of its mission statement 
(University of California, Berkeley Pilipino American Student Alliance, n.d.). The dissonance 
between PASA’s own definitions of political struggle and their larger commitment to various 
pillars of the Filipino American identity versus the critiques of Rodriguez is one example of the 
ways that these concepts of the “political” and “racial” are uniquely understood within campus 
environments at any given time. Thus, in pursuit of a greater understanding about the holistic 
significance of the higher education experience for minority students, extra-curricular 
organizations provide crucial intermediary sites to analyze the interactions of these students (or 
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lack thereof) with the larger university infrastructure. The sites of Filipino American student 
organizing are places where various histories converge to create spaces of both hegemonic 
reproduction and counter-hegemonic resistance, as the institutions in which these organizations 
are housed continue to re-direct public education, one of the country’s oldest liberal projects, 
toward neoliberal ideologies that drastically modify how minority difference is valued and 
understood.  
Theoretical Framework 
 This study combines the frameworks of racial formation theory (Omi & Winant, 2015) 
with its subgenre of regional racial formation theory (Cheng, 2013). As I have established, racial 
meanings and values have been inextricably rooted within the American education system since 
its inception, and are more relevant than ever in the ranks of higher education as colleges and 
universities diversify in an unprecedented manner. Educational policymakers and practitioners 
must therefore not only focus on what racial categories are, but also how they are given socially 
constructed meanings in explicit and implicit ways, often by the very institutions of education 
that strive to be neutral, objective, and meritocratic. The integration of both Omi & Winant’s and 
Cheng’s theoretical frameworks is crucial to this study as higher education institutions, 
especially those that are public and research intensive, are regionally influenced by local 
population demographics and state appropriations, but are simultaneously looking to create a 
wider-reaching culture of academic prestige that allows campuses to remain prominent in the 
higher education market that is increasingly globalizing (Altbach & Knight, 2007). In short, the 
concept of who belongs to the “public” of public education is fundamentally shifting, causing 
ripple effects in every aspect of the higher education experience. 
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Continuing racial and ethnic disparities throughout the educational pipeline in spite of the 
absence of discriminatory policies reflect the notion that “race is a master category – a 
fundamental concept that has profoundly shaped, and continues to shape, the history, polity, 
economic structure, and culture of the United States” (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 106). Race has 
always been so engrained within our structural conditions that it will continue to influence 
almost every aspect of the American experience regardless of whether racial inequality is 
explicitly stated. Omi and Winant’s seminal theory on racial formation – or the historical process 
by which identities are created, lived out, transformed, and destroyed (p. 109) is based on the 
fundamental assumption that race is a fixed, objective social fact that cannot be reduced to 
notions of ethnicity, class, or nationhood. As they state, “race is a fundamental organizing 
principle of social stratification. It has influenced the definition of rights and privileges, the 
distribution of resources, and the ideologies and practices of subordination and suppression” (p. 
107). To that end, the American education system continues to serve as an integral tool in racial 
formation and the uneven distribution of rights and resources. 
 The process of racial formation has three integral components that are in constant 
dialogue with one another: 1) racialization, or the extension of a racial meaning to a previously 
racially unclassified relationship (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 111); 2) racial politics, or “the way 
that the state fundamentally shapes one’s social status, access to economic opportunities, 
political rights, and indeed one’s identity itself (p. 121); and 3) racial projects, which translate 
racialized meanings into sociopolitical structures that reproduce the dominance of social 
hierarchies based on racial identities/meanings (pp. 124-125). Despite the current trends away 
from race to theories of color-blindness and neoliberalism, race has remained a central aspect of 
American society for all intents and purposes. According to Omi and Winant, “[f]rom the very 
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inception of the republic to the present moment, race has been a profound determinant of one’s 
political rights, one’s location in the labor market, and indeed one’s sense of identity. The 
hallmark of this history has been racism” (p. 8). In order to highlight the primacy of race, Omi 
and Winant critique paradigms of ethnicity, class, and nation, all of which attempt to explain and 
understand race in particular ways but ultimately fail to grasp the unique specificity and evolving 
influence of race as an irreducible facet of American society. Another significant aspect of Omi 
and Winant’s critiques is their emphasis on understanding the dialogics of race, or the “double 
consciousness” (DuBois, 1903) of racial identities. Rather than an exclusively self-determined 
cultural choice or preference, the meaning and value of one’s race is both internally and 
externally evaluated. So even if a person were to claim an ethnic affiliation with a racial identity 
(a pan-ethnic Asian American culture or values), socioeconomic class (working class versus “1 
percenters”) or a national affiliation (the color-blind nation of American people), these 
affiliations may contrast with the hegemonic schemas and power structures of race that value 
certain intersectional identities over others while always placing primacy on race, thus creating a 
vastly different lived experience of racial identity that is not congruent with theoretical 
frameworks that attempt to reduce or synonymize race with other identities.  
  Higher education institutions reflect multiple instances of racial formation theory 
throughout their operations as both individual campuses as well as through their role as part of an 
overall social, cultural, and professional gateway for young adults into the mythical “real world” 
after graduation. At its core, the selective nature of higher education as a non-compulsory form 
of education directly affects how racial groups are assigned value relative to educational 
attainment. Within American culture, the achievement of a higher education degree is seen as 
indicative of an above-average intellect, work ethic, and potential for future socioeconomic 
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upward mobility – in essence, a fast track to fulfilling the American Dream. Therefore, racial 
groups that are not as prevalent within the population of college students and graduates are 
stereotyped (racialized) as being lazy, of lower intellect, and ungrateful for the opportunities 
provided to them. Yet even for those who do matriculate into colleges and universities, the 
politics of racial categorization often obstruct pathways to successful integration into the college 
environment. Multi-racial students (who have only been federally accounted for by the National 
Center for Educational Statistics since 2007) are often internally accounted by their institutions 
under the racial group they have identified with that is the most under-populated; students of 
West or Central Asian American descent may be instructed to identify as White or Other. Both 
of the aforementioned methods of data massaging obfuscate the true number of minority 
students. In most states, Asian American students are not allowed to declare their ethnicity 
despite clear educational disparities amongst ethnic groups; and in that regard, the terms “race” 
and “ethnicity” themselves are often used interchangeably by institutions as a whole – including 
the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System – thus establishing a culture where the 
significance of these identities are overlooked both structurally and individually. Racial 
categorizations and their assigned meanings and implications are systemic to the higher 
education experience, and the process of racial formation continues to absorb and incorporate a 
newly burgeoning demographic of students who may be completely unfamiliar with these 
relationships.  
As Omi and Winant state, racial projects “travel well,” meaning that beyond a US 
context, worldwide legacies of imperialism and colonization by Western, predominantly White 
nations have also created similar structures of racial formation that centralize Whiteness as 
normative. The recent influx of international students – predominantly from Asia – to US 
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colleges and universities illustrates how global racial hierarchies have maintained their primacy 
despite growing diversity by nationality. The treatment of Asian international students continues 
to perpetuate the model minority role of Asian students (domestic and international) as a wedge 
group that is strategically neither White nor Black. On the one hand, Asian students, who 
comprise nearly 70% of international college students in the United States and are primarily 
enrolled in Sciences, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) or Business and 
Management fields of study (Institute for International Education, 2015), are seen as further 
evidence that Black and Latino students are unfit for higher education due to their cultural 
deficiencies. Yet their status as sojourners to the United States also reinforces the lack of full 
integration of Asians, as perpetual foreigners, into the mainstream American culture. On that 
note, public sentiments that Asian students are merely seen as opportunities to supplant the 
quickly fading state funding to public universities reflects the continued fears of Asian 
immigrants as invading the American market and not “properly” earning their rightful place 
within the United States economy (Cheng, 2013). In addition to these modern-day iterations of 
the perpetual foreigner stereotype, continued conflation of Asian/Americans’ nationality with 
their ethnicity further causes confusion internally within campuses regarding which student 
services units should best serve this demographic – international student services or diversity and 
inclusion-focused centers that have traditionally focused primarily on the American experience 
(Collier & Hernandez, 2016; Patton, 2010).  
In concluding the third edition of their Racial Formation in the United States, Omi and 
Winant discuss the contrarieties of race that are endemic even to efforts to achieve social justice 
and racial equality. These contradictions are reflected through a series of questions that can be 
interpreted as both literal and rhetorical:  
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Just when does race matter, anyways? Always, sometimes? If the answer is “sometimes,” 
what about those situations when race “doesn’t matter?” Are there conditions under 
which we should not notice race? Is not racial identity often ambiguous and 
contradictory? How should we interpret transracial solidarity and alliance?... Can trust 
and solidarity exist across racial lines? Is it possible either in individual or collective 
practice, to “get beyond” race? If so, how definitive is racial identity? If not, what are the 
implications for multiculturalism, democracy, and humanism? (p. 263) 
Omi and Winant trace the roots of these inquiries to the process of racial re-articulation 
that has occurred in the United States since the Civil Rights Era. The neoliberal notion of color-
blindness – that race is no longer of consequence in American society because discrimination is 
no longer explicitly institutionally coded – has incorporated people of all races under a 
meritocratic, “anti-racism ‘lite’” that has redefined racism as explicit animus (predominantly 
individual or interpersonal in nature) rather than a systemic, perpetual phenomenon (pp. 258-
259). Looking forward toward possibilities of once again rearticulating hegemonic racial ideals 
toward a more equitable change, Omi and Winant emphasize the importance of the modern 
historical moment – shifting population demographics, mass media, continued social inequality – 
as potentially equipped for another radical shift in the way racial categories and meanings are 
articulated.   
The optimism espoused by Omi and Winant for American society to achieve a more 
equitable re-articulation of racial categories at a macro-level must also be accompanied by 
analysis of how racial formation is most directly experienced by people in their everyday lives. 
An understanding of micro-level events that are much narrower and immediate in scope creates 
the foundation for larger re-articulation of racial meanings at the macro level. More specifically, 
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despite the national and international reach of many large, public, research-intensive universities 
such as the ones studied in this project, the structural contexts of higher education are still 
incredibly localized by time and place. Therefore, the macro-level theory of racial formation 
does not adequately account for the terminal nature that characterizes many interactions in the 
higher education environment, especially those that involve students. Acknowledging some of 
the contextual shortcomings of viewing racial formation solely at a macro level, Cheng (2013) 
applies racial formation theory to a smaller scale, analyzing “place-specific processes of racial 
formation, in which locally accepted racial orders and hierarchies complicate and sometimes 
challenge hegemonic ideologies of race” (p. 10). While processes of regional racial formation 
have historically been tied to watershed events (legal statutes, court decisions, foreign policy) 
that have forced American society to revise its collective ideologies of race, regional racial 
formation shifts its primary analysis to the accumulated history of a particular place, or 
“sedimentation” (p. 11). Cheng’s geologic metaphor is meant to illustrate the underlying layers 
that contribute to and shape what is seen on the surface, but also remains within a smaller scale 
that does not represent the diverse topography of an entire nation. Regional racial formation 
emphasizes the sites of everyday life – homes, neighborhoods, schools, and civic organizations – 
as crucial terrains through which racial orders are produced, reproduced, and resisted, oftentimes 
in ways that are unique to particular places and spaces (p. 19).   
Despite the shifting demographics of the contemporary United States, Cheng also 
illustrates that regional, multi-ethnic, and majority non-White spaces have historically challenged 
the linear, Euro-centric narrative of immigrant assimilation and integration. Her case study of the 
San Gabriel Valley, a suburban region of Los Angeles that is a majority Asian American and 
Latino, presents three key themes: “the development of an emergent ‘non-White’ identity rooted 
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in middle class and suburban contexts; the intertwined relationship of race, property, 
homeownership, and privilege; and the essential role of institutions of civil society in reconciling 
regional epistemes with national ideologies” (Cheng, pp. 13–14). Cheng is also quick to note, 
however, that the absence of White persons does not necessarily mean the absence of Whiteness 
as the normative frame of reference for privilege and inequality. She characterizes both Asian 
Americans and Latinos in the San Gabriel Valley as implementing racialized privilege and 
strategic uses of Whiteness in different community spaces. For example, Asian Americans were 
seen as naturally gifted students in schools compared to Latinos due to a perceived cultural 
temperament, but Latinos were seen as more fit for public office because they were perceived to 
embody more dominant norms of American civic engagement (pp. 15-16). This paradoxical idea 
that Asians are inherently better students but not better citizens, when one of the fundamental 
purposes of education is to establish a fit and educated citizenry, exemplifies the very 
contradictions of regional racial formation that Cheng describes. While these conditions and 
results are highly unlikely to be replicated on a wider scale, the implications of these regional 
racial formations are still inextricably tied to significant life chances and access to resources for 
the residents of the San Gabriel Valley.  
 University campuses are important sites to apply regional racial formation theory due to 
the scope and magnitude of higher education as it is currently experienced in American culture. 
Large, public, research-based universities are often their own communities that exist in, but not 
necessarily of, their immediate surroundings. Students, especially those who have limited 
transportation options, have access to most necessities within a short radius of campus – housing, 
grocery stores, and even places of leisure and recreation. Anything else that students may lack, 
they can procure via the internet, which is a standard amenity on almost every university 
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campus. Thus, the need to migrate beyond campus boundaries into the communities that these 
universities are embedded within becomes less necessary for students, establishing the campus 
community as students’ most significant frame of reference for all academic, social, economic, 
cultural, and political considerations that they undertake. Central to the establishment of campus 
communities is a sense of what students commonly understand as “school spirit.” Utilizing 
Cheng’s metaphor of sedimentation, the traditions, norms, and culture that are established within 
the higher education environment – the very idea of who a school “belongs to” and what gives an 
institution its intangible “character” – are reflective of underlying legacies of who has been 
welcomed and privileged within these institutions. However, the role of college as a site of 
professional training, a rite of passage for adolescents into adulthood, and a melting pot of 
diverse sociocultural ideas that students will utilize in the “real world,” emphasize that what 
happens within the college environment, regardless of how self-contained that environment is, 
still has significant ramifications for the larger society that these students will eventually 
graduate into. So, although higher education is a transient phase in one’s life, regional racial 
formation theory in and of itself cannot entirely measure the impact of racialized ideologies 
formed within this time and place. Therefore, the ability of Omi and Winant’s racial formation 
theory to consider the effects of macro-level racial projects such as higher education, which are 
state-controlled in theory but are also largely influenced by national public policy and racial 
politics, must be placed in constant dialogue with the everyday, micro-level experiences of 
students. Used in tandem, these two theories of racial formation outline the trajectory of students 
to and through the higher education pipeline, considering both the academic and non-academic 
factors of the college experience that influence students’ worldviews in the short- and long-term.  
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 Higher education scholarship is no stranger to localized or conditional frames of 
reference, such as “Historically Black Colleges and Universities,” or “under-represented 
minority students.” Even as colleges begin to diversify their student demographics, we are seeing 
an expansion on the terminology of “Predominantly White Institutions” to “Historically White 
Institutions” in order to emphasize the continuing legacies of inequitable, racialized access and 
success within these campus cultures. Each of these terms illustrate a nuanced understanding of 
the higher education experience that Cheng also espouses through regional racial formation, 
which is that racial formation takes place along a spectrum of experiences rather than a 
pendulum-like model that shifts absolute power from dominant to minority groups (Cheng, 2013, 
p. 231). Even within a campus community, experiences of power and subordination can differ 
tremendously across time and space. Financial support of academic and co-curricular programs 
is allocated and revoked from year-to-year; student populations shift over time; even under the 
most ideal conditions, most students will only see a minute fraction of all the resources that their 
institution offers. Moving forward, a holistic analysis of the micro and macro, the institutional, 
interpersonal, and individual, the academic and co-curricular, and the global and local, creates a 
lens to view higher education as a dynamic region wherein time- and place-specific meanings of 
racial categories are created that uncover new ways of thinking beyond fixed notions of race, 
ethnicity, and educational value.  
Conclusion 
 While the agency and self-determination of minority and marginalized groups must 
always be highlighted in any discussion of racial and ethnic identity, concurrent analysis of the 
interest convergence that occurs between the margins and the mainstream must also be a 
continuous point of reference. In order to understand the challenges that face Asian Americans 
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generally and Filipino Americans more specifically, these racial and ethnic categories must be 
considered in relation to the overall system of Whiteness that determines which of these 
categories are deemed acceptable in any given context. So, although the Asian American 
category was a self-determined, politically unifying banner to rally under during the Civil Rights 
movement, Asian Americans must also understand that this title does not exist in a vacuum, 
particularly within a system of higher education that is under constant revision due to changes in 
student populations, governing officials at the campus and state levels, and the labor market that 
students will eventually graduate into. 
With that said, the meanings and implications of the Asian American identity often differ 
between individual, interpersonal, and institutional contexts, necessitating a critical holistic 
analysis of how racial and ethnic schemas vary between regions and historical time periods. 
Moving forward, I argue that the institution of higher education, as a purported marketplace of 
diverse ideologies, is a prime setting to explore the evolution of racial and ethnic identities; yet 
colleges and universities are often absolved of their role in determining the acceptable contours 
of the Asian American identity, which are rooted in neoliberal ideals of racial and ethnic 
difference as a social, individual identity rather than a structural, political identity that permeates 
through a myriad of public policies and interpersonal interactions. The similarities and 
differences between these perspectives on race and ethnicity are incredibly susceptible to come 
into play within a higher education environment, where people of various racial and ethnic 
identities and competencies interact with one another in a variety of scenarios on a daily basis, 
each with the potential to involve incredibly different power dynamics and sociohistorical 
contexts. In order to move beyond disparate outcomes toward the transformative educational 
policies and practices that are espoused in Central and Western Universities mission statements, I 
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propose new ways of thinking about the higher education environment as an active, rather than a 
passive actor in determining how racial categories are valued.
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CHAPTER 3 
ACADEMIC CONTEXTS: SETTLERS AND REACHERS 
Introduction 
Through comparing the lived experiences and interactions with micro- and macro-level 
structures in various geographic regions rather than taking these locations for granted as 
monolithic, static entities, I analyze the Filipino American experience in higher education. At the 
institutional level, colleges and universities can create incredibly varied experiences for students, 
depending on institutional histories, student demographics, and shifting supply and demand in 
various professional fields. Students who attend different institutions, even if they are located in 
the same university system, state, or city, can have incredibly divergent experiences within the 
broad realm of higher education. Thus, my objective is to understand and critique the factors at 
play within specific campus environments that influence how Filipino American students 
perceive their identities, thus laying the foundation for how they see fit to act within their 
campuses and communities as part of that student demographic. Ultimately, I examine the micro-
systems within California and Illinois both as conducive to and restrictive of particular forms of 
cultural identity and expression. But simultaneously, I complicate notions of the boundaries of 
micro- and macro-systems by exploring the system of higher education, another environment 
that is often perceived to be monolithic in larger discussions about public policy and 
socioeconomic outcomes, yet is commonly understood amongst those who enter colleges and 
universities to be an incredibly varied experience across institutions.  
From a macro-level, higher education attainment is viewed as an all-or-nothing 
achievement. In most contexts, such as the United States Census Bureau data collection, job 
applications, or interpersonal interactions, people are simply asked whether they have attained a 
degree. Other concerns that are often paramount to the attainment of a degree, such as time to 
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graduate, GPA, and curricular requirements are rarely discussed. However, throughout the 
college-going process – the decisions of where to apply, how to apply (timing, field of study, 
etc.), and where to ultimately accept an offer of admission – students realize that choosing a 
college is the sum of multiple micro-level evaluations that occur underneath the all-
encompassing banner of higher education.  
Of the twenty undergraduate subjects at these two universities, only two students – one 
from Central University and one from Western University – have parents who attended college 
in the United States. Of these two, one has parents who both attained bachelor’s and advanced 
degrees from US institutions, while the other student’s parents both attended some college at a 
community college and trade school, respectively, but neither finished. Two other subjects have 
parents who immigrated to the United States at a pre-college age, but never attended 
postsecondary education. The remaining sixteen subjects have parents who were college-
educated in the Philippines before immigrating to the United States, a common characteristic 
amongst the post-1965 Filipino American immigration population. These various starting points 
for college-bound Filipino American students complicate the common notion of 1st versus 2nd 
generation college students. Although most the subjects have college-educated parents, these 
parents lack familiarity with the American higher education system, preventing them from 
transferring the cultural capital to their children that is expected of multi-generational college-
going families. Buenavista (2013) refers to Filipino American students in these contexts as “1.5 
generation” college students who are stuck between identities that are both social and policy-
based within university campuses. Thus, for many of these students, the college choice process 
was one of disjointed knowledge gathering and compromise based on the holistic higher 
education experience, rather than the machine-like pursuit of elite institutions that is often part 
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and parcel of the model minority stereotype and the perceived “Yellow Peril” of Asian American 
students into higher education. 
From the time they begin filling out their applications and compiling additional 
documents such as test scores, letters of recommendation, and financial resources, students 
understand that not every institution is created equal, nor is every institution created equally for 
their particular educational needs and capabilities. For Filipino American students at Central and 
Western Universities, the academic contexts of these campuses shaped their ethnic identities 
both in and out of the classroom. Characteristics that were assigned to various college campuses 
were both derived from and interpolated upon the students who attended these universities. On 
both the CU and WU campuses, the overwhelming presence of Asian and Asian American 
students, whose racial identity writ large is inevitably tied to academic achievement, combined 
with the higher education contexts of their surrounding states, placed Filipino American students 
in a liminal place between the mainstream and the margin.  
Making the Grade 
Objectively speaking, Central University and Western University are two of the most 
prestigious universities in the United States. With Western University in a two-way tie as the 9th 
best public university in the country at the time of the study, followed by Central University in a 
three-way tie for 11th, the two were technically only one position away from each other on the 
list (US News and World Report, n.d.). Based on these national rankings in and of themselves, it 
would be considered a great achievement to attend either university. However, subjects from 
both CU and WU described their college decision-making process as one that was based on 
compromise and settlement rather than an objective pursuit of the best higher education 
institutions that were within their immediate realm of possibility as college-bound students. 
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Furthermore, once they reached these campuses, students became enveloped in more localized 
systems of perceived academic prestige and intelligence that were conditionally based upon 
students’ racial and ethnic identities. Within a system of higher education that is, by design, 
hierarchical and non-compulsory, sociocultural meanings of who is most deserving of a place in 
higher education – simply put, one’s own place on the hierarchy – are not only present between 
campuses, but within them. 
The Masterful Legacy of Western University. The University of California (UC) 
system’s primary focus as a state-serving university was derived from Clark Kerr’s Master Plan 
of 1960. Under this plan, UC campuses were designated as research-based universities that 
would advance the most rigorous scholarship and academic programs. The other two tiers within 
the Master Plan, the California State University (CSU) and California Community College 
(CCC) systems, were less focused on research and would instead focus on public service, 
vocational training, working-class jobs, and adult education (Douglass, 2007). The prestige and 
rigor between these tiers were originally designed to be mutually exclusive of one another. But in 
the present, California students understand that there is overlap between tiers, and not every 
campus within each tier is created equal. In the years following the establishment of the Master 
Plan and the tiered university system, higher education, professional fields, and student bodies 
have developed in ways previously unforeseen. Now, depending on a variety of factors, such as 
cost, proximity to home, and field of study, it may benefit a student to attend a highly-ranked 
CSU school as opposed to a lower-ranked UC school, or a highly ranked CCC school as opposed 
to a lower-ranked CSU school. Despite the sociocultural perceptions and certain data points 
(selectivity, yield, diversity, etc.) that corroborate these perspectives, remnants of the ideal of the 
mutually exclusive tiered system remain. The top 9% of California public school graduating 
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classes are granted admission to a UC school – an incentive to reward top students by granting 
them admission to the top schools. However, the UC campus of admission under this 9% 
program is not guaranteed. In the era of automatic admissions (which are also an attempt to 
balance diversity and merit in the post-affirmative action era by harvesting diversity from de 
facto segregated K-12 schools), students of color are admitted into the lesser-selective UC 
campuses at much higher rates than the highly-selective campuses (Trent et al., 2003). The 
University of California, Riverside, for example, is the least selective UC campus, and has the 
highest percentage of non-White domestic students in UC system (University of California 
Office of the President, n.d.-b).  
Western University holds a nuanced position in the national rankings because it is the 9th 
highest ranked public university in the country, yet it is the 4th ranked UC campus (it is actually 
tied with another UC campus for 9th on the national list) (US News and World Report, n.d.). 
These two perspectives of relative prestige were significant in the college decision-making 
process for many WU subjects. None of the ten WU subjects explicitly stated that it was their 
long-term goal to attend WU. In reflecting on their college aspirations, some were ambivalent, 
stating that they had no specific preference, but WU was the best school they got into amongst a 
mix of UC and CSU universities to which they applied. Others were more explicit that their 
original goals aimed higher than Western University, namely the UC system’s Los Angeles, 
Berkeley, San Diego, and/or Davis campuses, all of which are placed alongside or higher than 
WU in the national rankings. It was only upon rejection from those schools that attendance at 
WU became a realistic possibility. Cyrus Visperas, a Filipino American senior student affairs 
administrator at Western University and former President of Kaibigan, recalled the prevailing 
notion that WU was a secondary choice for his generation that entered college in the early-mid 
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1990’s. “The common notion was, if you didn’t get into [UC]LA, you went to Western,” he 
remembered. “UCLA seemed to be what you strive for, but not everybody can go to UCLA.” 
Dating back to the birth of Kaibigan as a student organization, one of its founders attended WU 
after withdrawing from a CSU school due to poor grades – an example of not only how UC and 
CSU school tiers overlap, but also how their positionality relative to one another has evolved 
over time. Today, it would be impossible to withdraw from a CSU school due to poor academic 
performance and immediately end up at WU (or any UC campus, for that matter). 
These same sentiments of WU as a secondary choice still ring true, even as WU has 
climbed up the national rankings to be on relatively equal footing with its UC system 
counterparts in the last two decades since Cyrus Visperas was an undergraduate. Johnny, an 
incoming junior at the time of our interview, recalled: 
I didn’t want to settle for a state [CSU] school. I had my heart and mind set on UC Davis, 
and I didn’t get accepted. I also applied to places that, now that I think about it, were 
pretty impossible for me to get into, like UCLA. WU was the only UC I got into, and that 
was what influenced a lot of my decision to SIR [Submit an Intent to Register]. 
  Omar echoed similar thoughts from his own upbringing. “I don’t know why- apparently a 
lot of my Filipino friends’ parents were like this too, but all of them said, you’re going to UCLA. 
Make it your goal to go to UCLA. So that was my goal.” 
Johnny and Omar had similar goals to attend UCLA, the #2 ranked public university in 
the country, and the public university that receives the most applications in the United States 
(Vazquez, 2016). They grew up almost 400 miles apart, but both within the state of California. 
They also both grew up with a general goal to attend UCLA, but were unable to articulate why 
the school was specifically so desirable other than its name and prestige. Neither cited more 
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specific information such as campus life, cost of living, or their preferred fields of study as 
attractive reasons for attending UCLA. When UCLA declined their applications, both landed at 
WU, a school that was in-state and closely ranked to their original goal. More broadly, these 
pathways are likely shared across numerous Filipino American students’ experiences in 
California in the 21st century. Western University has been the UC campus with the most 
Filipino American students since the 1996-97 academic year. This population concentration is 
the result of the culmination of many factors, such as the rapid, holistic growth of the entire WU 
campus relative to the older, more established, and more selective UC campuses, the funneling 
of students of color to less selective UC campuses in the post-affirmative action era, and the 
relative proximity of the WU campus to Filipino American enclaves in the Los Angeles, Orange 
County, and Inland Empire regions of Southern California. Compared to college-bound students 
throughout the country, the experiences of California students are unique in that they aspire to 
attend one of multiple universities that are not only prestigious in and of themselves, but are also 
part of the same public university system, and as such, share many of the same prospective 
student body constituencies and common visions and missions for serving the state of California, 
despite regional differences that may develop between campuses. For example, all UC campuses 
collect disaggregated ethnicity data for Asian American & Pacific Islander students, who 
comprise 36% of all University of California system undergraduates (University of California 
Office of the President, n.d.-b). The collection and analysis of this data then, at least in theory, 
informs further research and practice that directly benefit students through public policies that 
are implemented within their home states. The Illinois residents from Central University, 
however, do not share these same privileges of being able to consider multiple highly selective, 
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prestigious universities on nearly equal footing. Thus, their perceptions of how and why they 
chose CU reflected slightly different feelings of ambivalence and merit.  
Central University: Simultaneously Near and Far. All ten Central University subjects 
hail from Chicago or its surrounding suburbs, commonly known as “Chicagoland.” As high-
achieving, college-bound students in Illinois, their only two choices for highly-selective, in-state, 
public universities were Central University and the University of Illinois, Chicago. DePaul 
University and Loyola University, two private schools in the city of Chicago, were also 
commonly discussed options amongst the subject pool. Beyond Illinois, many subjects reported 
being accepted to and seriously considering out-of-state public institutions in neighboring states 
such as the Ohio State University, the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, and the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison. Ultimately, the most common reasons for choosing Central University over 
out-of-state options were tuition and proximity to home. Students found CU to be a good 
compromise between being far enough away from home to be independent, yet close enough to 
home to maintain physical and emotional ties to family as needed. Collectively, the ten subjects’ 
hometowns are an average of 147 miles from CU. April, a first-year student from Chicago, 
considered universities all over the Midwest and Northeast, but ultimately chose CU for financial 
and emotional reasons: 
I chose this school because of the money, basically. I got pretty decent financial aid [from 
other universities], but it would still be pretty expensive, plus the cost of going back and 
forth. And I’m not the type to be away from my family for that much. I have a friend [at 
CU] who’s from Boston, and she can’t even go home for Thanksgiving break. I can’t do 
that. 
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Others, however, looked at their decision to enroll at CU as a necessary evil. “I only 
applied to two colleges: OSU [Ohio State University] and CU. OSU was actually the perfect 
curriculum for international business,” recalled Leo, a senior in Economics from the northwest 
suburbs of Chicago. “But OSU was too much. My family couldn’t afford it, so I just went with 
my backup school, which was CU. I was not happy. At all,” he emphasized.  
The decision between in- and out-of-state schools is a common process for students in 
Illinois, particularly high-achieving students from the Chicagoland area, who are heavily 
recruited to selective colleges and universities in nearby states. AC, a senior in Accounting from 
the northwest suburbs of Chicago, recalled that he was offered in-state tuition at the Ohio State 
University, but he chose to stay in Illinois because his father was employed by the University of 
Illinois system and therefore he received a tuition waiver. While AC’s position as the son of a UI 
employee is somewhat unique amongst CU applicants, the practice of offering Illinois residents 
in-state tuition and other grants as a form of recruitment to public universities in neighboring 
states is common in the Midwest. In the current landscape of Illinois that is fraught with 
decreased public funding, students are becoming more likely to leave the state for more 
financially feasible higher education opportunities elsewhere (Campbell, 2016; Crain, 2016). 
Conversely, students like Leo, who found themselves having to settle for Central University for 
financial reasons, harbored feelings of resentment toward the university and a spoke of an initial 
hesitance to be involved in the campus community. Jasmine, who was accepted to but could 
ultimately not attend her first-choice school of UCLA, recalled: 
I didn’t even want to apply here [CU] at all. I did it on a whim at lunch because other 
people were [laughs]. My top school was UCLA- I wanted to go there, and I got in. But it 
all came down to money. I couldn’t go to UCLA, and CU was the safest option. But I 
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was so hesitant. My first semester, I thought, I’m moving out- I’m transferring out of CU. 
I can’t do it. 
While past studies by Teranishi, et al (2004) and Espiritu and Wolf (2001) illustrated that 
the college-choice process for Filipino Americans nationwide is influenced by a myriad of 
factors that are not necessarily associated with objective, quantitative measures of academic 
qualifications, the comparative experiences of California and Illinois-based students in this study 
shed more light on this process in a localized, contemporary context. The proximity and 
affordability of highly selective, competitive institutions was a primary factor in students’ 
attitudes toward the college choice process, and their initial attitudes upon entering their 
institutions as matriculating students. Whereas California students seemed optimistic that they 
would land at a good school from a list of viable options, Illinois students perceived a much 
bigger discrepancy between which schools they could and could not realistically attend from 
their list of acceptance offers. The physical and academic landscapes of the major universities 
that both sets of students were considering are the product of landmark higher education 
legislation: The Morrill Act of 1862, which established land-grant universities in rural areas, 
primarily for the development of agriculture and mechanical arts, and the California Master Plan 
of Higher Education of 1960, which created a tiered system of postsecondary education to 
accommodate a growing population of college students (Bowen, Kurzweil, & Tobin, 2005; 
Douglass, 2007; Thelin, 2011).  
The size of these respective states, California and Illinois, combined with the history of 
higher education development, complicated notions of what schools were within students’ 
realistic expectations of higher education matriculation. Their expectations were also strongly 
influenced by a century-long history of Asian American immigration settlement. Whereas one-
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third of the country’s Asian Americans live in California, both in major cities and their 
surrounding suburbs, Asian American populations outside of the West Coast tend to be more 
concentrated in metropolitan areas, which are smaller in size, fewer in number, and farther 
between compared to California’s Los Angeles and San Francisco communities and their 
burgeoning suburbs. The experiences of these CU and WU students further expand on the 
findings of previous college-choice research amongst Filipino Americans, illustrating that 
explicit aspects of the Filipino American experience, in this case, the settlement of immigrant 
families in specific communities and immigrant parents’ awareness of local higher education 
landscapes, had a direct effect on access to higher education beyond the accumulation of 
objective qualifications such as test scores and GPA’s. 
California students could apply to a multitude of highly selective and prestigious 
institutions within their home state. While some expressed lofty goals – whether their own or the 
ones that their parents set for them – of attending schools such as UCLA, they were ultimately 
content with their choice to attend Western University. Conversely, Illinois students had very 
few options within their home state, and thus many expressed reservations that they were settling 
for Central University for financial and geographic reasons. Although other comparable 
institutions, particularly public, highly selective universities throughout the Big Ten, were within 
relatively equal distance from the Chicagoland area as CU, the fact that these institutions were 
out-of-state and required increased tuition rates were often a deal-breaker for subjects, leaving 
some with initial feelings of regret at having to settle for CU rather than attending the true 
institution of their choice. 
The Paradox of Proximity. From their initial decision to enroll in their respective 
campuses, students from Central and Western Universities are shaped by the identities of these 
   85 
institutions and their immediate physical surroundings. Despite being a part of highly ranked 
universities, students are readily aware of the entwined academic and social contexts that go 
beyond the seemingly objective metrics of grades, test scores, and tuition rates. Upon entering 
WU, subjects believed that they were attending a UC school that was not exactly the best, nor the 
worst; yet they were content with their decision and did not reflect overt feelings of regret or 
failure. Although they may not have gained acceptance to the top universities within the UC 
system, they did not feel that they had to settle for a significantly less selective or less prestigious 
university, either. Conversely, many CU students felt restricted by financial and geographic 
circumstances, since so many of CU’s peer institutions were in other states, requiring them to 
pay higher tuition rates despite being of a similar physical distance from their hometowns. For 
these students, as young adults seeking independence, attending a university in the Chicagoland 
area and being a commuter student was not a desirable option, either. CU subjects expressed the 
desire to be far away, but not out of reach from their families, a need that attending CU satisfied 
for them. However, with the relatively equal proximity of other Big Ten universities to 
Chicagoland, their desire to remain close to home is tied to the culture of the CU campus just as 
much as the physical distance. To leave Illinois for neighboring states such as Ohio, Indiana, 
Iowa, or Wisconsin would not just mean being far away from home in an objective, physical 
sense, but it would also signify incredibly different academic and sociocultural contexts in those 
states that are significantly less diverse than Illinois.  
Raymond, a freshman from north of Chicago, exemplified these multiple distances when 
describing his decision to pick CU over the University of Wisconsin, Madison:  
Aside from diversity mostly, [the reason] that I decided to attend this university, the main 
thing was that it offered- I thought it was the best compromise between the education it 
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offered and how close it was to my house. The thing that really pushed me to going here, 
as opposed to Wisconsin, which I think does a little better than CU [academically], is that 
I knew a lot of people here. A lot of people from my high school. They were my close 
friends.  
In essence, the benefits of the compromise that Raymond is describing are entirely 
sociocultural in nature. He acknowledged that he perceived the University of Wisconsin to have 
a slightly better academic program than Central University in his chosen field, but he felt a closer 
connection to CU that outweighed the difference in educational rankings. Furthermore, Madison, 
Wisconsin is 40 miles closer to Raymond’s hometown than Central University. So, objectively 
speaking, the only benefits to attending CU – in essence, what would frame this decision as an 
actual compromise that made some concessions in exchange for other advantages, rather than 
outright settling for less – were his social familiarity with the campus climate. He conceded the 
academic prestige of Wisconsin and its slightly closer distance in exchange for being more 
comfortable on campus around people that he already had close personal relationships with. 
Raymond talked about his close friend group and described his hometown as “more diverse than 
most,” thus connecting his home life to his positive outlook on the diversity of CU as an 
academic institution. By comparison, the undergraduate population of the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison is 75% White domestic students, compared to 47% at CU (Central 
University Division of Management Information, n.d.-a; University of Wisconsin-Madison 
Office of Academic Planning and Institutional Research, n.d.).  
April, another freshman, stated her relative level of comfort around people who grew up 
in an urban city (she is from Chicago proper) versus those who grew up in suburban areas: 
   87 
When I compare myself to my suburban friends, their parents don’t speak Tagalog, they 
only speak English. And they grow up in places where mostly it’s American food. My 
family has very strong connections to where we’re from. I didn’t realize until I got to 
college that that’s an experience that not a lot of other people have, especially if your 
whole community is very White… The [Filipino] culture hasn’t been demolished where 
I’m from. 
As someone who grew up in a diverse metropolitan area with a large Filipino American 
community, April would likely not have the same physical proximity to her family or cultural 
proximity to other people of a similar urban and/or Filipino American backgrounds if she went to 
another out-of-state university in the Midwest, such as the University of Iowa (where her older 
sister went to college), a university that has 67% White domestic undergraduates (University of 
Iowa Office of the Executive Vice President & Provost, n.d.). But even at CU, the climate is far 
from ideal, as April went on to describe: 
I hate not living in the city. It’s so much more White here [at CU]. I live in a space where 
a lot of the Asian Americans I know don’t give a shit about anything… They just don’t 
care, and it’s really frustrating. Sometimes it’s actually a really big stressor of mine. I 
don’t like being around sheltered Midwestern White folks, or even Asians who aren’t 
really educated. 
What is notable about these two excerpts from April is that she initially mentioned 
connections with Filipino culture specifically when describing her home life in Chicago and 
comparing it to the upbringing of her Filipino American friends from non-urban areas. But then, 
she went on to critique the Asian American student body when describing her experience as a 
student at CU. She also talks with great pride about growing up in Chicago, but ultimately 
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alludes to the Philippines as where her family is “from” and creates a distinction between 
“American”food” and that which her family eats. These juxtapositions of which identities she 
claims affiliation with in the various contexts of her home versus her university speak to the 
fluidity of her identity in both regions of the state, thus highlighting the significance of the higher 
education environment as its own independent region where students experience their 
identity(ies) in different ways than they would outside the campus.  
Conversely, in California, Western University students did not express these same 
apprehensions about the physical or cultural distance of WU from their hometowns. Students 
expressed similar benefits of attending WU as CU students, mainly that it was close enough to 
home to be able to return as wanted, but still far enough away to maintain independence. These 
sentiments rang true whether students were from Southern California (six subjects averaging 27 
miles away from their hometowns) or Northern California (two subjects from the same 
hometown, 385 miles away). While there were two out-of-state students from Nevada and 
Pennsylvania, respectively, in the WU subject pool, both students had grown up for some portion 
of their youth in California before moving out of state. Therefore, they were familiar with the 
literal and figurative climate of California, and even had extended family members still living 
there. In the case of the student from Nevada, their hometown is closer to WU than the subjects 
from Northern California, illustrating a similar complex geographic relationship between 
students who are considered in- versus out-of-state as seen in the Midwest. The other out-of-state 
student, Mae, described her hometown of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania as a “bubble” and named 
multiple benefits of attending WU, despite the financial cost: 
I really had to talk to my parents because out-of-state tuition is crazy. I would only do it 
if they were okay with it, and they just fully supported it. They wanted me to come out 
   89 
here and learn new things. Because they thought that I would have better opportunities 
here in California in general than in Pittsburgh. I think in my opinion, they’re a lot more 
accepting of the different cultures in WU than in Pittsburgh. I think the people in 
Pittsburgh judge a lot more, of what your culture is or how they live their culture. I think 
here it’s a little more open and accepting and it’s a lot more different than Pittsburgh. 
Mae’s description of moving from a metropolitan city to WU’s suburban city for college 
is the opposite of April’s. By comparison, the 2.7 million residents of Chicago, Illinois are 47% 
White, 33% Black, 6% Asian, and 16% Latino, whereas the 300,000 residents of Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania are 66% White, 25% Black, 5% Asian, and 4% Latino (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). 
Mae and April’s divergent experiences between their hometown upbringings and college lives 
illustrate the diversity of Filipino American experiences in various regions of the country as well 
as the diversity of the higher education experience between similarly situated academic 
institutions. The cultures and environments of students’ home towns in scale (city, county, state) 
or type (urban, suburban, rural) are not to be taken for granted as people of different backgrounds 
interpret and experience the material conditions of their regions in different ways, especially as 
people of color, which then carry over into how they experience their new region of higher 
education campuses. 
These students’ descriptions of the cultures of Central and Western Universities are 
facilitated by their academic structures – more specifically, where these universities are 
physically located in relation to populations of college-bound students in their respective states 
and their local peer institutions. As the state with the greatest population in general and the 
largest population of Filipino Americans more specifically, California also had the largest 
number of public universities (five) of any state in the top ten of the US News and World Report 
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rankings in 2015, the year of data collection for this study. Therefore, there were many more 
possibilities for California students to attend highly prestigious universities in their home state. 
Despite any physical distance that students felt from their homes, the culture that awaited them at 
WU did not ultimately seem out of place, as it contained many of the characteristics that students 
desired and felt comfortable with, such as being around populations that were diverse, but not 
foreign to them. CU students, who were entirely from the Chicagoland area, did not perceive this 
same congruence with all the highly selective universities in their state and region. Some of them 
felt that they had to settle for CU for financial reasons, while others felt that the concentrated 
population of similarly situated peers at CU provided a much more desirable holistic 
environment than out-of-state schools would, even if those universities had higher metrics of 
academic prestige or were located closer to home. Macro-level academic contexts, such as where 
universities were located relative to their peer institutions (both physically and academically), 
combined with the number and type of students they could admit and yield, created a foundation 
for micro-level academic climates that would interpolate the perceptions of these institutions 
onto their students. 
“A School Full of Asians” 
Both Central and Western Universities carry the widespread stereotype that their 
campuses are filled with Asian students. This stereotype does not merely hold implications about 
the social identities of certain individuals within these universities. Rather, the prevailing notion 
that both campuses house an uncommonly large number of Asian students creates implications 
about the social, political, and academic climates of these universities beyond the classroom. The 
explicit ties between racial identity and academic merit in higher education act as a racial project 
that perpetuates disparate educational opportunities and outcomes. Despite some similarities in 
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racism and xenophobia against people of color in general and Asians as perpetual foreigners, 
these stereotypes of Asians within an academic setting create particular meanings within the 
sociocultural and educational histories of both campuses.  
The “University of Chinese Immigrants” and “The University of China at Illinois.” 
For Western University, the stereotype of an excessive number of Asian students has been a 
relatively long-standing phenomenon in relation to Asian Americans. Four of the ten WU 
subjects directly referred to the trope of WU as the “University of Chinese Immigrants,” a term 
which has been cited in academic research as early as the mid-1990’s (R. S. Chang, 1996; Chiu, 
1994), and one that I recall hearing ad nauseam throughout my own college application process 
in the early 2000’s. As someone who grew up in a predominantly Latino and African American 
neighborhood, Aimee identified primarily as Filipino American and did not see herself as Asian, 
thus contributing to her initial unease of being around a large population of Asians at WU: 
Everyone was always telling me, “You’re going to go to a school full of Asians, oh my 
gosh you’re going to be surrounded by so many.” And at first I was kind of annoyed. It’s 
kind of really messed up to say, but I don’t wanna be surrounded by so many Asians, I’m 
not used to it… Asian American- I feel like that’s something completely separate… I 
don’t consider the Philippines to be part of Asia. It’s in its own bubble. So we’re like 
Pacific Islanders- I’m still trying to figure it all out, honestly. 
Despite individual identifications, which across all ethnicities have shown an increasing 
dis-identification with the Asian American identity in favor of ethnic affiliations (Kibria, 1999), 
Filipino Americans are part of the 44% of WU’s undergraduate population in the 2015-16 
academic year, or 10,135 students, who identified Asian American or Pacific Islander (AAPI), 
compared with 36% of the entire UC system and 13% of the state of California (University of 
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California Office of the President, n.d.-b; U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). However, these 
comparative statistics should also be couched within the fact that Asian Americans in California 
represent nearly one-third of the entire Asian American population in the United States (U.S. 
Census Bureau, n.d.). So, to merely compare the UC system’s demographics to that of the state is 
not an accurate representation of diversity and educational access for a racial group that was 
once categorically excluded from higher education at a national level. The AAPI population at 
WU peaked in the 2009-10 academic year, with 11,768 AAPI students representing 53% of the 
undergraduate population. The slight decrease in AAPI students since 2009 has correlated with 
surges in Hispanic and international student populations. Since 2009, the Hispanic student 
population at WU has doubled from 3,037 to 6,171, and the international student population has 
increased over six-fold from 577 to 3,969 during the same period. Amongst international 
undergraduates, the most populous countries of origin in 2015 were China (2,749), South Korea 
(273), and Taiwan (132) (Western University Office of Institutional Research, n.d.).  
Despite the perpetual foreigner stereotype of Asian Americans as people who are not 
“from” the United States, the stereotype of the “University of Chinese Immigrants” at the very 
least carries with it some implications that the Asian students at this university are in fact, Asian 
Americans (the feelings of xenophobia and resentment that go along with attitudes toward 
immigrants are another story entirely). However, the population demographics of the state of 
Illinois and Central University have forged a stereotype about the presence of perpetually foreign 
Asian students that has rendered Asian American students altogether invisible. Asian American 
students have had a substantial presence at CU over the last ten years, with their percentage of 
the undergraduate student body increasing from 3,840 to 5,571 between 2005-2015, or from 12% 
to 17%. Yet these steady growths have been eclipsed by the surge in international students, who 
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have jumped from 1,440 to 5,511 students, or from 4% to 16% of the undergraduate population 
in that same period. In line with national trends, an overwhelming majority of these students are 
from China (3,154), with South Korea (735) and India (500) (Central University Division of 
Management Information, n.d.-b). As a result of these growing populations, Central University 
has heavily increased recruitment efforts in China, including home country orientation programs 
for students and their parents. This focus on China as a prime market for recruitment led one 
recent news article to refer to Central University as “The University of China at Illinois” 
(Redden, 2015). To have a campus with over 30% combined Asian and Asian American 
undergraduates can come as a culture shock to a state that is only 5% and a county that is only 
10% Asian American, with the latter figure in all likeliness owing in great part to the campus 
community (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). Further diversifying the landscape of the university at a 
the instructional level are international graduate students who are relatively equal in number to 
undergraduates: 2,118 from China, 465 from South Korea, and 762 from India (Central 
University Division of Management Information, n.d.-a). In understanding the modern higher 
education experience, it is important to keep in mind that many of these graduate students serve 
as Teaching Assistants, Research Assistants, and adjunct faculty who collectively represent a 
significant number of students’ interactions with agents of the university. Therefore, the 
theoretical internationalization of the student body, more practically experienced as an increased 
presence of Asians, is a phenomenon that affects every aspect of the university from 
undergraduate students through senior administration. 
Institutional Research and Representation. Central and Western Universities collect 
data differently in regards to Asian American and Asian international students. However, these 
divergent methods of data collection nonetheless both reinforce the idea of Asian identities – 
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particularly Asian American identities – as social demographic data points as opposed to 
significant codifiers of educational trajectories and outcomes. In line with federal designations, 
neither Asian Americans nor international students are counted as “under-represented minorities” 
at CU or WU. The only exception is multi-racial students, except for those who are Asian and 
White. This means that resources such as scholarships, research grants, outreach, and academic 
services such as tutoring or mentorship programs designated for under-represented minorities are 
not extended toward Asian students, whether domestic or international. Therefore, the Asian 
presence is ironically used to bolster diversity within these campuses, yet these students are not 
extended any of the resources designed to help diverse student groups thrive within the campus 
environment. The collection of their racial identities becomes little more than a social data 
marker rather than a foundation to inform policy and practice. In addition to students’ racial 
identities, Western University also allows Asian American and Pacific Islander students to 
declare an ethnicity. The potential selections are: Chinese, East Indian/Pakistani, Filipino, 
Japanese, Korean, Polynesian/Pacific Islander, Thai/Other Asian, and Vietnamese. At the surface 
level, to even have these data points on students’ information forms serves to legitimize Asian 
American and Pacific Islander identities beyond the monolithic, pan-ethnic collective, despite the 
problematic pairing of some of these ethnic groups (i.e. “Thai/Other Asian”). However, without 
proper use of this data to inform educational services and outreach, it is little more than lip 
service to tout increased nuances of diversity that are ultimately superficial. The largest Asian 
American ethnic groups at WU in the 2015-16 academic year were Chinese (3,075), Vietnamese 
(2,739), and Filipino (1,597) (Western University Office of Institutional Research, n.d.). The 
ordering of these student populations varied from the overall state populations of these ethnic 
groups, which estimate that Filipinos (1.47 million) have a slightly higher population than 
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Chinese (1.34 million), making them the largest Asian American ethnic group in California. 
Vietnamese American California residents (647,000) represent the third largest Asian American 
ethnic group in the state, with less than half the population of Chinese or Filipinos (U.S. Census 
Bureau, n.d.).  
In the state of Illinois, the most populous Asian American ethnic groups are Indian 
(203,000), Filipino (139,000), and Chinese (112,000) (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). But at Central 
University, domestic students only identify by racial categories, in line with federal guidelines on 
racial/ethnic data collection. This lack of disaggregated data renders Asian Americans invisible; 
not just in terms of their cultural identities, but also in terms of other educational and economic 
disparities often associated with under-represented minorities that are a significant aspect of 
many Asian American experiences (Museus, 2013; Teranishi, 2010). The absence of 
disaggregated ethnic data collection and its potentially positive effects on policy and practice 
also combine with an emphasis on Asian international identities to dually marginalize Asian 
Americans between Asian and American, a position that has been a condition of Filipino 
American history dating back to the US colonial period. At both Central and Western 
Universities, nationality data on international students is collected as part of their student visa 
processing. These methods are flawed in that they do not collect ethnicity data, which is not 
always equivalent to one’s nationality, yet is significant from a sociocultural standpoint in 
analyzing international students’ adjustment into a racialized American campus climate. 
Definitions of which countries constitute “Asia” are also often incredibly subjective as they 
relate to the regions of West Asia, Central Asia, the Middle East, and the Pacific Islands. 
However, the system of collecting international students’ nationalities has been used to develop 
language tutoring, overseas outreach, and other international-focused student programming at 
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both Central and Western Universities in response to the data that these institutions have 
collected. One primary example at CU was the establishment of a Program Director for 
International Education in 2014, a university administrator of Chinese descent who is housed 
within the university’s Asian American Cultural Center. Although this person is theoretically 
designated to serve a multi-national and multi-racial student population, the practical 
demographics of the university necessitate their work in the university unit designated with 
Asian/American programming and outreach. So, as opposed to racial and ethnic data of domestic 
students, the collection of nationality data of international students has been used for a specific 
purpose to serve these students’ educational needs and bolster their capabilities.  
CU and WU’s handling of Asian international student data, from data collection to 
program and policy implementation, illustrates how these students’ Asian identities are valued 
within these institutional contexts in ways that Asian American identities are not. The effects of 
superficial, quantitative diversity are felt within students’ academic experiences in the classroom 
and around campus. Many subjects reported feelings of being rendered invisible as both Asian 
American students within a larger campus community and as Filipino Americans within the 
Asian American population. Irma, a senior at CU, spoke of her recent Asian American Studies 
classes as the catalyst that made her realize the liminal space that Asian American students 
occupy on campus: 
Taking all these classes and then learning about the stereotypes, that kind of made me 
realize how hard it is to be an Asian American. I feel like I’m having an identity crisis at 
some points. It’s just like, you’re either Whitewashed or you’re just mistaken as Asian, 
not Asian American. You don’t really see Asian American. You only see Asian. I usually 
get that a lot. I never really thought about what it means to say, “Asian American.” I 
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never really understood the difference between Asian and Asian American until I got 
here, or the meanings of it. 
Asian Americans represent the largest domestic minority group at Central University, 
where their 5,571 students are more than the number of African Americans (1,786), Hispanic 
(3,108), and Native American (45) students combined (Central University Division of 
Management Information, n.d.-a). Yet Irma’s experience speaks to the paradox of visibility that 
characterizes the Asian American student experience on both campuses. On the one hand, as 
stereotyped perpetual foreigners who are perceived to be outsiders, the qualitative perception of 
the Asian student presence throughout the campus community far outweighs Asians’ quantitative 
presence, substantial as it may be. For example, Angelica, a junior at WU, described campus by 
saying, “If I walk around campus just once, I would see about 80% more Asians than any other 
race,” yet the undergraduate population WU is 44% Asian American, 23% Latino, 15% White, 
and 2% African American, making Angelica’s estimates grossly over-stated in a quantitative 
sense. But on the other hand, for Asian American students, their presence is overlooked and 
rendered invisible by the same perpetual foreigner complex that associates them with 
international students, whose presence has drawn the attention, resources, and oftentimes the ire 
of university administration, international media, and other students. April summarized the CU 
climate surrounding Filipino Americans by saying “When I think about what people think about 
Filipino Americans, my first thought is, do they think about Filipino Americans at all?”  
A Minority within a Minority within a Minority: Filipino Students and the 
Asian/American Identity. Beyond the (in)visibility of Asian/Americans within a higher 
education landscape, Jose also commented on the invisibility of Filipino Americans within the 
overarching category of Asian students. When asked what the common perceptions or 
   98 
stereotypes were about Filipino Americans at WU, after a long pause, Jose responded with. “I 
don’t really know. Because when people say WU, they say, ‘University of Chinese Immigrants,’ 
I don’t hear a lot about Filipinos, because even though there are a lot of us on this campus, 
people don’t talk about Filipinos here.” Eric, a senior at CU, responded with an equally dire 
outlook on the Filipino American identity at his campus. When asked what the commonly held 
perceptions were of Filipino American students at CU, he laughed and responded with, “They’re 
Mexican,” reinforcing April’s narrative of invisibility at CU. He expanded by saying: 
Since we’re more brown than others, I’d say there’s this negative connotation that we’re 
sort of Mexicans. It’s not negative, per se, but, people don’t really identify us as Asian 
Americans unless they know us personally. But other than that, for me, I see Asian 
Americans, like Chinese Americans or Korean Americans, Japanese Americans, 
Taiwanese Americans, I see those to be the type of people who hold the stereotype of 
being smart. For some reason, I don’t see that to be the case with Filipino Americans. 
Just because there’s some under-arching notion about how we’re sort of on this line 
between, are we Asian American or are we Pacific Islander? 
Raymond, a freshman at CU, further elaborates on the ways that the common phenotype 
of Filipino Americans affects the way they are perceived by other students: 
A lot of Filipinos, it’s actually ambiguous what culture they’re coming from. In my 
experience, I don’t feel that I receive the same sort of… “judgment” has a bad 
connotation, but that’s what I mean- the same judgment as other Asian Americans do. 
Just, in my life, I felt that I’ve been treated differently- not saying in a good or bad way, 
but just a little bit different. I’m not really categorized with other Asian American folk. 
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These reflections from Jose, Eric, and Raymond about the Filipino American identity on 
their campuses illustrate how pervasive racial hierarchies from American society translate into a 
higher education setting. Asian Americanists have long documented the role of Asian Americans 
as a wedge group in the contemporary racial hierarchy of the United States – one that places 
Whites at the top and Blacks at the bottom (Ong, 2003; F. H. Wu, 2003), with Asians and 
Latinos shifting in the middle ground, depending on the particular context (Cheng, 2013; 
Kurashige, 2010; Lee, 2009; Ochoa, 2013). Specifically, in an academic context, Ochoa and Lee 
have discussed how Asian Americans are seen as desirable on the academic hierarchy as high 
achieving, well-behaved students, but are conversely seen as self-segregating and anti-social 
foreigners who are undesirable in the community’s social hierarchy. But in comparing Filipino 
Americans to Asian Americans, Eric and Raymond are hesitant to put an explicit quality on the 
perceptions of their Filipino American identities, noted through the use of passive language in 
their above quotes that fails to directly implicate the racism prevalent in student life. But 
Raymond also described the dual perception of Asians on the CU campus that directly ties the 
academic aptitude of Asians to an attitude of social disdain from the student body. “I don’t know 
what it is, there’s just like a slight annoyance about them, especially international students,” he 
explained. “You hear often, there’s so many international students there. It doesn’t really seem 
like there’s a good connotation when they say it. It seems like a bit of an annoyance. I mean, 
when you’re Asian, you automatically seem smarter to many people.”  
Filipino Americans’ racial ambiguity, often expressed in an educational setting through 
indifference toward Filipino American students, is interpreted by these students as both a gift and 
a curse. In being excluded from the implicit and explicit prejudices toward Asian and Asian 
American students, Filipino Americans are neither actively antagonized nor actively supported 
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by their campus communities. While such apathy can allow them to freely pursue their own 
cultural and educational goals for themselves as individuals and as part of their Filipino 
American student organizations, the collective inability of universities to recognize Filipino 
American students’ needs and capabilities can also prevent these students from gaining access to 
the proper resources needed to achieve their goals – resources that are often more accessible to 
other students that occupy shifting majority and minority identities within various settings. These 
include, but are not limited to, East Asian Americans (who are the majority of Asian American 
students), international Asians (who are the majority of Asian students), and non-Asian 
American students of color (who are seen as the entirety of “minorities” on campus).  
Conclusion 
The post-1965 Asian American identity is inextricably linked with higher education 
access and attainment, creating a model minority image of Asian Americans as a wedge group in 
the racial hierarchy that is used to disprove the need for targeted outreach and resources for 
disadvantaged racial groups. The model minority myth reinforces neoliberal ideologies that 
higher education is an individualistic and private pursuit, rather than an instrument for the public 
good. The perceived objective success of Asian Americans in spite of prior institutionalized 
discrimination is interpreted as a testament to the successes of micro-level efforts such as cultural 
values and individual merit, rather than a reliance on institutional intervention, which is believed 
to compromise meritocracy for the unnecessary benefit of African Americans, Latinos, and 
Native Americans. However, the Filipino American experience in higher education illustrates a 
direct relationship between racial and ethnic identities and access to higher education, proving 
that neither are monolithic and objectively determined nor mutually exclusive of one another. 
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While geographic contexts have a significant influence on students’ mentalities coming 
into their respective universities due to public policy contexts and population demographics, the 
Filipino American identity on these campuses both shapes and is shaped by the academic 
conditions therein, which constitute legitimate sociocultural conditions of the college experience. 
At both sites, the Asian student presence is significantly incorporated into the contemporary 
identity of the university in the eyes of both current and prospective students despite the race-
neutral, culturally-based marketing of diversity and admissions from an institutional perspective. 
However, Filipino American students are ignored upon multiple axes of diversity regardless of 
their quantitative presence on campus. Although students of color, they are not considered under-
represented minorities; Although Asian Americans, they are not considered part of the East 
Asian “model minority” stereotype of intelligent students; Furthermore, to that point, as Asian 
Americans, they are not considered part of the new wave of Asian international students that has 
captured the attention of the institution from every level between students and senior 
administration. As the following chapters will continue to detail, the effects of these constant 
liminalities surrounding the Filipino American identity are reflected through the experiences and 
attitudes of the subjects of this study.  
From the time that college-bound, Filipino American students begin applying to college 
and considering acceptance offers, the role of their Asian American identity (or lack thereof) on 
specific campuses plays a significant factor into how they foresee and perceive the holistic 
higher education experience in these respective communities. Asian American settlement 
patterns in various regions of the country affect which universities students perceive to be 
realistically commensurate with their aspirations. During the college choice process and 
continuing into their experience as matriculating students, the image of Asians and Asian 
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Americans as an invading “Yellow Peril” that is overtaking higher education creates a backlash 
against their presence on college campuses. Despite being institutionally categorized as Asian 
Americans, Filipino American students internalize and reproduce these same fears of Asian 
American students within the higher education environment rather than crafting resistance to this 
racial marginalization. These dis-identifications with an Asian American identity are individually 
influenced by their lack of pre-college interactions with Asian Americans and their ability to pass 
as non-Asians due to their physical phenotype, as well as institutionally influenced by a lack of 
opportunities for Asian American students that are directed toward their student-of-color and 
Asian (international) counterparts.  
Within their campus environment, unlike K-12 schooling, or even compared to their 
peers who attend colleges that are more heavily commuter-based, for many students at Central 
and Western, the campus community is their entire community. It is an objectively small 
environment where students live, go to school, and socialize amongst a population that is 
overwhelmingly of their same age group and shares various other similar social and cultural 
demographics. These communities were physically and ontologically formed by the specific 
historical conditions and public policies that shaped higher education in their respective states – 
namely, where colleges would be physically placed, who would be admitted, and the perceived 
value of the higher education experience within these states and beyond. As citizens of these 
extremely micro-level communities, students become hyper-conscious about how their racial 
identities will significantly affect their everyday lives. They become concerned about being 
surrounded by people whom they are unfamiliar with, or receiving judgments from their peers 
about their racial identity and its prescribed academic (and therefore, social) merit within a non-
compulsory educational environment that is predicated on gatekeeping.  
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Subjects’ perceptions of their own Filipino American identities illustrate how these 
students interpret their identities both in the abstract as well as in relation to Asian students and 
the entire student body of all racial identities. By being excluded from the model minority 
stereotype, Filipino Americans acknowledge the discrimination and prejudice against Asians and 
Asian Americans on their campuses, but choose to either ignore it or reproduce it based on their 
ability to pass as non-Asian in both social and academic contexts. These experiences demonstrate 
that within a higher education environment, academic and social identities are intertwined with 
one another. For “under-represented minorities,” meaning non-Asian students of color, their 
racial identity is analyzed in conjunction with educational research and practice that are designed 
to evaluate educational trajectories that are largely divided along racial lines. Oftentimes, these 
actions by the university to target under-represented minorities for purposes of recruitment and 
retention fuel stereotypes that members of these racial/ethnic groups are otherwise unqualified 
for higher education and require special treatment that others do not need. These same 
sentiments are derived, but not entirely interpolated, from larger sociopolitical discussions about 
social services for under-served communities. Thus, for Filipino Americans, their universities’ 
lack of substantive analysis of Asian American identities beyond bolstering diversity in 
marketing and mission statements has reinforced a neoliberal notion amongst Asian students that 
they share no significant commonalities for better or worse – that the lines of privilege and 
subordination have been re-drawn across previously existing lines of identity and similarity.  
Moving forward, I analyze how the collective behavior of Filipino Americans in their 
interactions with Asian Americans and students of color within the extra-curricular environment 
reflects the nuanced relationship between individuals and institutions. Even amongst self-
determined spaces of empowerment, Filipino American students struggle between actively 
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resisting and reinforcing the ideals of neoliberal diversity that are prevalent throughout their 
higher education experiences.
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CHAPTER 4 
EXTRA-CURRICULAR CONTEXTS: BEING “IN” VERSUS “OF” THE UNIVERSITY 
 
Introduction   
In this chapter, I explore the extra-curricular contexts of Central and Western Universities 
in order to critically and holistically frame the multitude of factors that shape how Filipino 
American students understand and perform their identities. In this sense, I refer to performing in 
both the traditional, artistic sense, as well as the ways that people present themselves in 
everyday, seemingly mundane interactions (Goffman, 1959). Despite being looked to as a source 
of viable knowledge about a distant land and a foreign culture to enhance the diverse learning 
outcomes of their universities, the convergence of the underlying material contexts that comprise 
the vast area of the university commonly referred to as “student life” within these two campuses 
illuminates that the cultures these Filipino American students respond to, resist, and reinforce 
within their extra-curricular organizations actually have very little to do with the Philippines 
itself. Rather, they are the distinct embodiment of a Filipino American culture as it is manifested 
within these specific educational, geographical, and temporal spaces.  
College campuses are more than sites of professional training for students of higher 
education. They serve as communities where (predominantly) young adults are socialized into 
the world beyond the dependence and narrower worldviews that characterized their adolescence. 
This concept that attending college rather than not, and more specifically, that living on/near 
campus and being involved in extra-curricular activities rather than commuting, are part of a 
sociocultural rite of passage – the “college experience,” if you will – is becoming more 
significant in the present as the financial costs of higher education are on the rise, and the 
opportunities to obtain knowledge and professional development outside of the university are as 
well. The purported intrinsic value of a college education becomes just as important as its 
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financial costs and benefits. These invaluable experiences are, in theory, what makes higher 
education “higher.” For students of color and many other students from non-majority identities, 
higher education is their first opportunity to directly explore how their identities relate to larger 
interpersonal and institutional structures. Particularly in the current neoliberal climate of higher 
education where everything, including one’s individual characteristics, is codified into some sort 
of quantitative value that contributes to the fabric of the collegiate endeavor, students are given 
an unadulterated look into how their lives and presence are valued by their peers and those whom 
they are subordinate and accountable to. Ideally, in and of themselves, these identities are given a 
nominal value, with none specifically providing any more desired value than another. However, 
the institutional cultures of colleges and universities are often behind the curve in reflecting the 
demographic changes that occur within their student bodies. Therefore, multiple elements of 
higher education reflect a culture that values the norms of Whiteness that have permeated 
throughout these institutions since their inception. Even in spaces where White bodies are neither 
physically present nor the quantitative majority, the structures in place that enforce and regulate 
how institutions of higher education operate nonetheless perpetuate these same values that do not 
reflect the needs and capabilities of diversifying student bodies in the present.  
Aside from academic and curricular offerings, the extra-curricular environment of 
colleges and universities is an equally important structure that informs students about their 
campus climate. The existence of and interaction between resources that are university-initiated 
(resource centers, cultural centers, recreational space, co-curricular space, etc.) and those that are 
student-initiated (clubs, teams, fraternities/sororities, student government, etc.) can be very 
telling about which identities, perspectives, and worldviews are actively acknowledged and 
welcomed by the institution versus those that are more passively tolerated. Both Central and 
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Western Universities, as large, public universities, have a multitude of extra-curricular 
opportunities for students to become involved in that represent a myriad of interests. The two 
Filipino American student groups, Bayanihan at CU and Kaibigan at WU, that are the focus of 
this study, are long-established and widely participated organizations on their respective 
campuses. However, these long-standing histories are not necessarily equal to full integration 
within the campus community. In addition to these organizations in and of themselves, this 
chapter outlines the extra-curricular landscapes that these two student groups work within at both 
the student and institutional levels. A closer examination of how students interact with one 
another and their extra-curricular resources illustrates how the Filipino American identity is 
defined within these campus climates as both a social and ethnic identity shaped through the 
neoliberal theories and practices of higher education institutions.  
Cultural Centers: Whose Culture is at the Center? 
 Both Kaibigan and Bayanihan are affiliated with cultural centers on their respective 
campuses. Kaibigan is part of the Western University Cross-Cultural Center (colloquially 
referred to as “The Cross”) while Bayanihan is part of the Central University Asian American 
Cultural Center (AACC). Both organizations have been a part of these cultural centers since their 
inception – the WU Cross in 1974 and the CU AACC in 2005. The Cross and AACC are similar 
in that they offer all their affiliated student groups with advising, programming space, and other 
resources conducive to student success such as computer labs, philanthropy opportunities, and 
staff/faculty networking. Both centers are also the product of decade-long student demands on 
their respective campuses, in line with the history of cultural and diversity-related centers on 
college campuses throughout the country (Patton, 2010). Within these centers, Kaibigan and 
Bayanihan are part of umbrella organizations that seek to unite students around diversity-related 
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causes that span across racial/ethnic divides. Despite these institutional commitments to 
diversifying their respective campuses, Filipino American subjects from both Western and 
Central expressed reservations in working with other students of color, including other Asian 
American student organizations more specifically. This noticeable hesitance for Kaibigan and 
Bayanihan to join pan-Asian or multi-racial collectives highlights the practical disparities that 
plague diversity work on college campuses in the neoliberal era. When access to higher 
education is seen as an equal and individual right, students internalize any inequities or 
disparities as individually-based rather than the product of continued institutional faults that 
typically (but not exclusively) fall along racial/ethnic lines. Thus, critiques of the institution of 
higher education or its agents grow to be seen as baseless endeavors. With conflicting ideals 
about the purpose and utility of diversity within colorblind ideologies, students of color 
internalize dominant views of Whiteness that see racial/ethnic identities and identity politics as a 
hindrance rather than an asset.  
  Western University’s Cross-Cultural Center. The Western University Cross-Cultural 
Center states that their mission “is dedicated to creating and maintaining a socially just campus, 
fostering the cultural identities within our community, and providing opportunities for 
intellectual exchange, leadership development, and community engagement” (Western 
University Cross Cultural Center, n.d.). The Cross is home to five umbrella organizations: Black 
Student Association (BSA), Native American Student Association (NASA), Latino Student 
Association (LSA), Asian Pacific Association (APA), and Alyansa1 ng mga Kaibigan2 (Alyansa). 
The APA umbrella consists of the Asian Pacific Association as an individual organization, and 
                                                
1 “ah-lee-yawn-sah.” Tagalog word for alliance. 
2 Tagalog for “Alliance of friends”; all organization names in this chapter are pseudonyms.  
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eight additional affiliated organizations that represent Cambodian, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 
Hawaiian, Taiwanese, and Vietnamese American cultures, as well as one Asian-interest sorority 
(there are also 3-5 additional Asian American student groups whose membership in the umbrella 
has wavered annually). The Alyansa ng mga Kaibigan umbrella consists of Kaibigan, which is 
the all-encompassing “cultural” club of the group, and three additional organizations for Filipino 
Americans in the fields of pre-health (PPO), engineering (FASE), and social sciences (PASSE). 
The separation between Asian American and Filipino American umbrella groups within the 
Cross is the result of historical conflict between Kaibigan and APA. Up until the late 1990’s, 
Kaibigan was a part of the APA umbrella, representing Filipino American interests within the 
coalition. However, Kaibigan broke away from APA after the umbrella group voted to endorse a 
proposal for a Vietnamese language program in the university over a Tagalog language program. 
In 1999, the newly independent Kaibigan formed Alyansa ng mga Kaibigan along with PPO. The 
two were eventually joined in Alyansa by FASE (2001) and PASSE (2004) upon the inception of 
these respective organizations. In lieu of the APA-endorsed decision for Western University to 
start a Vietnamese language program, TFS, a student organization that campaigned for a Tagalog 
language courses and a Filipino American Studies curriculum on campus, was formed and 
became part of Alyansa in the early 2000’s. However, the organization became defunct in the 
mid-2000’s. 
Although the current generation of student leaders are far removed from these legacies of 
conflict between Kaibigan and APA, the there is still a stark separation between these entities as 
both umbrellas and individual organizations. Mae, a junior and executive Kaibigan board 
member, was asked about the current structural relationship between the two organizations: 
INTERVIEWER How do you feel about the separation of Alyansa and APA? 
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MAE …And what? 
INTERVIEWER The separation of Alyansa from APA.  
MAE What’s APA? 
INTERVIEWER The Asian Pacific Association. 
MAE Oh, okay, APA. Um, well since I don’t even know really about APA, obviously 
there’s a huge separation with that. I think Alyansa recently hasn’t really been doing 
anything to educate the organizations it has in it. APA’s there, but none of us really know 
about it. They don’t really make the effort to go to APA like, let’s do something, let’s mix, 
or really just inform Alyansa members that there is another Asian community there. I think 
it’s because Alyansa hasn’t really been very active. I just think that the separation between 
Alyansa and other Asian clubs has been pretty big. 
The two Asian American umbrella organizations within the WU Cross-Cultural Center are 
so disconnected from one another that even an upper-class, executive board member of Kaibigan 
is unaware of the mere existence of APA, let alone able to address the relationship (or lack 
thereof) between the two entities. Jerome, the President of Kaibigan, was more aware of the 
inner-workings of the Cross and spoke of the relationship between Alyansa and APA. He 
described a relationship that went back and forth between apathy and animosity, and has been 
passed down through generations of APA leadership. Whereas Mae attributed her lack of 
awareness about APA on the inability of Alyansa to spread awareness amongst its affiliates, 
Jerome placed no onus on Alyansa for the separation between the two groups: 
I feel like there’s always a rivalry between the two [APA and Alyansa]. In my eyes, 
because Alyansa is its own umbrella organization, APA was always like, the reason why 
they separated is because they’re not as political as we are. I think the connection between 
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APA and Alyansa just diminished because people see things differently. So every year that 
gets passed down. A lot of [APA] alumni, their predecessors told them, “it’s so hard to 
connect with them [Alyansa].” So once they get that perception of it being hard, the 
moment something gets hard or something goes wrong, they’re like, “we give up- we’re 
not going to do it anymore.” And that attitude keeps getting passed down. 
Jerome’s perceptions of the disconnect between APA and Alyansa as rooted in APA’s 
perception of Alyansa as politically apathetic are ironic given the original history of the 
separation between the two being caused by divergent political interests. In recent years, APA 
has released advocacy campaigns relating to a number of Asian American issues, such as 
speaking out against cultural appropriation in the WU Greek system, supporting the proposal of 
California’s Senate Constitutional Amendment 5, which sought to overturn the state’s ban on 
affirmative action, and supporting the Black Student Association’s proposal to abolish the police 
presence on campus (Western University Asian Pacific Association, n.d.). Conversely, Alyansa, 
fueled primarily by Kaibigan’s political directives, continues to focus on Filipino American 
political issues that have been part of the fabric of the organization throughout the 2000’s, such 
as the ongoing campaigns to establish Tagalog language courses and a Filipino American studies 
curriculum, as well as the national Filipino American World War II veterans’ equity movement. 
Despite the centrality of many of APA and Alyansa’s advocacy issues around White supremacy, 
neo-colonialism, and lack of institutional acknowledgment of diversity by the Western 
University campus, these two large umbrella organizations, as well as the other three in the 
Cross-Cultural Center, do not often see fit to collaborate with one another programmatically or 
even associate with one another on a personal level.  
James, the External Vice President of Kaibigan, who serves as the primary liaison between 
   112 
Kaibigan and the Cross-Cultural Center, stated, “honestly, we have no relationship with anyone 
else in the Cross-Cultural Center. I don’t get the Cross-Cultural Center in terms of student 
organizations. Everyone’s just super to themselves. So there’s not very much interaction with 
anyone else.” The Cross-Cultural Center oversees a group called the Rainbow Council that 
contains representatives from each of the center’s five umbrella groups. Yet Jerome stated that it 
had not been active in recent years, except for one major incident that brought many members of 
Cross-affiliated organizations into the national news spotlight. The Legislative Council of WU 
student government, which contained many members of Cross-Cultural Center organizations, 
wrote and approved official student government legislation to remove a stray United States flag 
from their office lobby (i.e. a lost-and-found item), an act that quickly became mistranslated by 
the media as a student body-supported, university-wide policy banning the display of the flag 
(Jaschik, 2015). This act of legislation prompted a substantial conservative outrage against the 
university and the students on the council themselves, fueled by xenophobic and racist protests 
on campus by students and local citizens that were directed at the predominantly student-of-color 
Legislative Council. After days of staying silent on the issue, the growing media attention and 
community hostility prompted the Rainbow Council to demand that the university protect the 
students’ physical safety. Jerome commended the Rainbow Council’s response to the situation, 
yet also described how ironic it was that these actions stood out because they were so rare: 
I felt like that’s the only time you get to work with Rainbow Council- or when it forms. It 
only forms when something big like that happens. Other than that, we just go our separate 
ways and do something. It’s cool to know that when something like that happens, we have 
each other’s backs. But it’s kind of sad to know that after that happens, we just kind of 
forget about it, and we just go back to our respective orgs. 
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Mae attributed the disconnect between Kaibigan and other organizations to the sheer size 
of both the Asian American student body and Kaibigan more specifically being off-putting 
factors for sustained collaboration: 
I feel that the other [non-Asian] multicultural orgs, they don’t feel as present on campus 
because they’re not as big, obviously, as the Asian American community. So I feel like 
they’re kind of intimidated to go to other Asian American organizations because they’re so 
much smaller than an Asian American club. So that’s why they think probably, that bigger 
clubs should ask them if they want to do anything, rather than them making the first move. 
This perspective highlights the shifting contexts of relative privilege that Kaibigan 
experiences throughout the campus community. On the one hand, Kaibigan members are 
students of color who are often under-represented in institutional ranks at faculty, staff, and 
administrative levels, yet their near-quantitative majority at the student level as Asian 
Americans, and more specifically Kaibigan’s position as the largest Asian American student 
group, also gives them a status of power and influence that is rare to the point that they appear 
unsure how to accommodate this privileged standing amongst their campus community. The 
aforementioned US flag incident, marred by the lack of safety and advocacy from university 
administration for a branch of student government consisting of predominantly students of color, 
is a primary example of these overlapping hierarchies of power at work and the relative 
privileges contained therein. Despite student-of-color representation in one sector of the 
university government, the Legislative Council’s desire to advocate for a non-Western view of 
the American flag as a symbol of colonialism and imperialism that can be interpreted by people 
of color as an act of hate speech was ultimately derided by the university both publically and 
politically (Jaschik, 2015), as the measure was ultimately vetoed by the executive branch of the 
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student government. In response to these actions, the Cross-Cultural Center provided under-
represented and under-served students with a gateway toward effective representation and 
resources at Western University to protect the intellectual and physical safety of their peers.  
But ultimately, after this particular incident concluded, the status quo of racial and ethnic 
segregation within the Cross-Cultural Center resumed. This lack of sustained action is reflective 
of contemporary neoliberal perspectives on race and racism, also theorized through Omi and 
Winant’s perspectives on racial re-articulations and the emphasis on racial animus rather than 
structural inequities. Racism is viewed as an antagonistic and explicit act rather than an 
institutional condition of the university that is perpetually active despite appearing dormant. 
Even as the normative political views of Whiteness were at the front and center of the American 
flag debate, students of the Cross did not see fit to actively organize around the issue until the 
physical safety of their peers was placed into question. From both sides of the argument, a 
neoliberal ideology of racism as “race hate” rather than a systemic issue in higher education 
influenced the actions of all interested parties. Within the inner workings of the Cross, Kaibigan 
is placed in a position of privilege as the largest student organization in the entire center, let 
alone one of the largest in the entire university. Yet Kaibigan has not embraced the potential that 
their organization holds to reap long-term change for other organizations, because it does not see 
the direct connection between themselves and others beyond shared antagonism of racism and 
discrimination. As I will discuss later, these same inward-looking priorities are also a large part 
of Kaibigan’s interactions with their fellow organizations in Alyansa and other Filipino 
American student organizations at neighboring universities. 
Central University’s Asian American Cultural Center. The Central University Asian 
American Cultural Center “provides the Central University community with space to gather and 
   115 
share the diverse and rich cultures that are a part of the Asian American experience” (Central 
University Asian American Cultural Center, n.d.). Over 40 Asian American and Asian 
international student organizations are affiliated with the CU AACC, including Bayanihan. 
Amongst these 40+ organizations is the umbrella organization known as the Asian Pacific 
Caucus (APC). Over twenty organizations are affiliated with APC, including ethnic cultural 
organizations, fraternities and sororities, and academic organizations. In the past 2-3 years, 
several members of APC’s board have come from the ranks of Bayanihan, including students 
who served on both boards simultaneously. But more commonly, ascension to leadership within 
APC is seen as the next level of leadership matriculation beyond Bayanihan – the opportunity to 
lead multiple constituencies beyond one’s comfort zone. APC’s mission is to “reflect the 
diversity of the APA campus population, both on an organizational level and on an individual 
level. Through education and empowerment, APC continues to pursue the building of trust and 
collaboration within the APA community on campus to bring needed institutional and social 
change” (Central University Asian Pacific Caucus, n.d.). In pursuit of this mission, APC hosts 
two annual events for Asian and Asian American student organizations – “Asian-tation,” a Fall 
semester open house for new students to learn more about the student groups in APC, and “I Am 
Asian Week,” a spring semester week where APC groups collaborate on various programs to 
promote Asian and Asian American cultural visibility. However, throughout the remainder of the 
school year, APC struggles to find relevance on a day-to-day basis with its constituents, 
particularly the larger organizations whose schedules are already impacted with programming 
throughout the year. AC, a senior who has been on board for Bayanihan as well as other clubs in 
APC, spoke very harshly about the APC structure and routine:  
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Being here for 3-4 years, going to an APC meeting my freshman year and going to an APC 
meeting now, I can tell you what’s going to happen. When people tell you at the end of the 
meeting, come out to our event, you’re not gonna go to the event, because you’re not given 
an incentive to go. It’s really hard to give an incentive to go out because like I said, people 
don’t like to be uncomfortable. Why would I want to risk being different or going out to 
these other events? 
In addition to not wanting to feel uncomfortable in other organizations’ events and spaces, 
AC went on to describe the culture of obligation rather than community-building that plagued 
APC meetings: 
We’re only here because we have to be here. These aren’t my friends who I want to sit 
down and have a coffee with. How am I going to make change if I don’t even want to sit 
next to this guy for more than an hour? VISA [Vietnamese Intercultural Student Alliance] 
isn’t even in APC anymore, because they were like, why the fuck do we have to send our 
people to these meetings, who gives a shit? See, I don’t know why we need it. 
AC’s attitude toward APC reflects a conflicted perspective that is antithetical to the APC 
mission and in many ways, the very existence of student of color organizations and spaces on 
college campuses in general. First and foremost, AC reflects neoliberal ideals of diversity by 
attributing the utility of APC to quantitative outcomes, i.e. getting attendance at one’s own 
events and being able to display the scope and magnitude of these events to their peer group. 
Furthermore, he finds the caucus useless because he believes that there is no way that he himself 
would ever attend other organizations’ events due to the lack of some sort of incentive. Rather 
than thinking about the potential utility of the information disseminated at APC events for his 
constituency in Bayanihan or the other APC-affiliated organizations he is a part of, AC only 
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conceptualizes the value of APC in individual terms. Lastly, his disdain for being in situations 
that he deems uncomfortable because he is in another organization or culture’s environment 
perpetuates the idea that student of color organizations are self-segregating and only designed for 
particular demographics, rather than gateways for a larger campus community to become 
integrated and inclusive of diverse worldviews. Regardless of whether AC personally believes 
these things or whether he is merely jaded at what he has seen from throughout his peer group, 
his statements are nonetheless reflective of the ability for the norms of neoliberal Whiteness to 
emerge within an environment that is devoid of White bodies. In much the same manner that the 
Rainbow Council in WU’s Cross-Cultural Center failed to find commonalities amongst one 
another on a regular basis, the same lack of understanding reigns amongst Asian students in 
CU’s AACC, a group that is presumably at an advantage for inter-organizational, identity politic 
coalition building due to being part of the same racial demographic. 
One way that APC has attempted to break its perceived monotony in recent years and find 
a sustainable niche within the landscape of Asian and Asian American student organizations at 
CU is to provide a political advocacy voice for Asian students. A recent turning point in APC 
political advocacy occurred in 2014 when a large social media movement entitled 
“#FuckPhyllis” was unleashed against the CU Chancellor, a Chinese American woman, for 
refusing to cancel classes on an extremely cold winter day (Jaschik, 2014). Despite the 
leadership of APC attempting to create advocacy responses to the issue, such as participating in 
town hall meetings or creating positive counter-posts on social media, many members of APC 
felt divided on the issue. Some students felt that the race and gender of the Chancellor were not 
an issue in the student backlash against her, and others simply did not feel the need to stand up 
for a high-ranking university official who, despite being Chinese American, was never actively 
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involved with the Asian/American student community. John, the co-Director of APC in 2013-14, 
had the following reflections on the incident: 
INTERVIEWER: You’ve been in the forefront of a lot that’s been going on with the 
Chancellor incident. Tell me some of your reflections about that experience. 
JOHN: Well, I would say that there’s overall, a lack of reaction from both Asian American 
and Asian international students. I held a meeting and I had them [APC representatives] 
write down what they felt we should do. And most of the Asian international students don’t 
care, or they don’t think it’s relevant. A lot of them wrote down, just let it go, just don’t 
talk about it.  
INTERVIEWER: How did what happened with the Chancellor and everything- did that 
confirm your expectations of the community, or did it change your outlook? 
JOHN: It basically aligned with what I figured for the community. But I think it was an eye 
opener in terms of how I viewed the university. I don’t know if the university addressed it 
in the way I feel it should have. I remember on the day it happened, I met up with a Student 
Senator, and he was like, just let it die down, because that’s what the Chancellor said. And 
I was kind of disappointed.  
INTERVIEWER: Do you think that the Chancellor is accessible to you, as an Asian 
American student- a prominent Asian American student leader, at that? 
JOHN: Uhhhh, I guess I’ve never tried. 
INTERVIEWER: Why not? 
JOHN: I guess it’s under the assumption that she would not be accessible. 
The mixed feelings within APC regarding the Chancellor incident reflect the same issues 
underlying the US flag incident at WU. Racism was seen as an individual rather than a systemic 
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problem, and the credibility of the figures at the center of the incident was directly related to 
their organizational ties to student of color organizations, rather than their mere racial/ethnic 
identity. Perhaps APC would have been more involved had the administrator under criticism 
been part of the AACC staff or the advisor of one of their organizations; perhaps the WU 
Rainbow Council would have let the US flag incident “die down” if the students of color on the 
legislative council were not part of their organizations. These situations illustrate the re-
articulated lines of privilege and subordination that are unique to this specific era of 
neoliberalism as well as the sociocultural structures of higher education. Racial affinity and 
organizational belonging become synonymous with one another in a campus setting. These two 
identities have a symbiotic relationship where they provide legitimacy to one another in ways 
that are not always a vital component of racial politics outside of the college environment. 
Despite the lack of a unified organizational response, APC leadership has continued to pursue a 
more active political stance in the years since the incident, especially as racially charged 
incidents have continued to be an active part of the university’s landscape (Jones Toal, 2015). 
Within APC, Bayanihan is the only organization that has a board position related to social 
justice or advocacy. Drew, Bayanihan President and APC board member at the time of our 
interview, described the close relationship between Bayanihan and APC’s missions: 
We can say that our journey as Filipino Americans on campus and in US history, is very 
closely related to the journey of other Asian American identities and the struggles they had 
to go through as well. So the reason Asian American awareness is included in our 
[Bayanihan’s] mission is for that social justice reason, to incorporate all of our stories for 
one purpose and one plan of action. 
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Drew’s vision for the political advocacy of both Bayanihan and APC harkens back to the 
original visions for an Asian American identity – one that was built around political solidarity 
and shared struggles; one that Filipino Americans were a part of as an individual ethnic group, 
but did not take away from their participation in a pan-Asian collective (Espiritu, 1993; 
Umemoto, 1989). Occupying the middle ground between Drew’s vision for complete solidarity 
toward social justice amongst Asian students and AC’s disdain for the mundane, disingenuous 
routine of APC meetings are the common connections between Asian American student 
organizations at the individual, membership level. Particularly amongst the larger Asian 
American student organizations – namely, Bayanihan, the Asian American Club (AAC), the 
Taiwanese Association of Students (TAS), and the Vietnamese Intercultural Student Alliance 
(VISA) – it is not unusual for students of various ethnic backgrounds (Asian and non-Asian 
alike) to be general members and sometimes hold positions of leadership in multiple 
organizations simultaneously. These fully integrated members go far beyond the superficial, 
public relations-motivated attendance at other student organizations’ events that AC previously 
described. Yet many of these cross-memberships are social in nature rather than genuinely fueled 
by an interest in learning about and immersing one’s self in another culture. One student who 
was on the board of both Bayanihan and the Taiwanese Association of Students described their 
motives for joining TAS as predominantly related to structural organization and aspirations to 
make Bayanihan better: 
There are a lot of people in Bayanihan who aren’t Filipino, but they would still come to our 
events, and even be on board. I would always wonder, why do these people who aren’t 
Filipino come out? I thought that was an interesting concept that I wanted to try out too. If 
they could do it, why couldn’t I check out something that wasn’t my own race? So, I 
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decided to be an intern for TAS because I wanted to see what the org was about, and I 
wanted to bring those ideas to Bayanihan if elected President.  
AC attributes Bayanihan’s extremely open and social nature as a large factor in recruiting 
non-Filipino members from the ranks of other student organizations. “Bayanihan likes a party, I 
guess. It’s just the club’s culture… It’s nice that everyone can come. You can bring someone and 
they’ll be okay with it. With other clubs, you don’t know if they party because they never invite 
anyone.” Jasmine believes that the open nature of Bayanihan is rooted in Filipino culture. “As a 
Filipino, you bring on your high school friends with you to go to events because you don’t want 
to go alone. Those friends might not be Filipino. Those were my roommates who were Chinese, 
Taiwanese, Vietnamese- bring them along, and they get trapped [laughs].” 
Despite the hyper-social nature of many college students, who are young adults coming to 
terms with their newfound independence and need to balance with other priorities, the distinct 
image of Bayanihan and Filipino American students as “loud, rambunctious partiers,” as Leo 
stated, further highlights the intertwining of social and academic identities within the higher 
education environment. In being stereotyped into a role that is outside of the image of Asian 
Americans as passive, academically-focused students, Bayanihan becomes less inclined to see 
themselves as part of the Asian American identity, and thus less inclined to participate in 
organizational efforts to bolster advocacy on their behalf. They are instead focused on working 
with and around their own stereotypes as partiers rather than model minorities, as evidenced by 
Leo’s frustration that his membership in Bayanihan brought him under strict scrutiny while 
applying for a job on campus: 
It was very hard to get my job as a residential advisor. Because as soon as I dropped the 
word “Bayanihan,” the interviewer said, “isn’t there some drinking stigma with that? Do 
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you drink? Aren’t you underage?” I think that’s a very true stigma, but at the same time, 
it’s not a stigma that should deter an individual from getting a job or deter an individual 
from succeeding.  
There are well-established cultural centers at both universities that provide institutional and 
individual support for members of both Kaibigan and Bayanihan, yet both organizations struggle 
to find a place within these collective spaces outside of their own individual lanes. On the one 
hand, many students spoke very highly of their respective centers, the Cross and the AACC, as 
useful places for programming, advising, and a general hub for formal and informal activities on 
campus. However, on the other hand, students are also apprehensive about the institutionalized 
forms of interactions that these cultural centers attempt to facilitate amongst students. They 
describe umbrella organizations within the Cross and AACC as inconsistent and disingenuous. 
Yet many students still find ways to connect with students of different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds outside of these spaces, in forums that are “unofficial” in relation to the cultural 
centers but nonetheless a byproduct of them, given that these students are still largely interacting 
with one another in their respective student organizational spaces that are facilitated and 
supported by the Cross and AACC.  
The tensions felt within and between organizations about coalition building and advocating 
for larger social issues are rooted in neoliberal ideals of diversity. Specifically, students are 
apprehensive about working with other organizations because they do not see the utility in long-
term, collective planning. As college students, they are taught to see their involvements in such 
issues as terminal and extraneous to their education, rather than an integral part of their long-
term learning process as global citizens. Furthermore, students express in many ways, both 
implicit and explicit, internalized forms of racism that create “others” whom they do not wish to 
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be associated with. Whether it be through lack of financial or social capital incentives or 
disinterest in other cultures, the separation between the various entities that are represented by 
these cultural centers challenge the neoliberal notion of monolithic diversity efforts that attempt 
to homogenize people of minority identities. These students fully acknowledge the cultural and 
academic differences they have with one another, to a fault where they no longer see any of the 
similarities as well. For Filipino American students, specifically, the struggles to find a suitable 
identity within these centers is reflective of larger processes of liminality for Filipino Americans 
throughout history. As neither Asian nor American, neither majority nor minority, they continue 
to rely on themselves more often than their peers or the university institutions that are designed 
to serve them.  
The Filipino American Student Community 
As the Filipino American population expands, so too does the definition of what it means 
to be Filipino American. The geographic settlement of Filipino Americans in different regions, 
the increasing numbers of the mixed heritage population, and the emergence of the 3rd generation 
of post-1965 Filipino Americans are a few factors that will continue to re-shape the Filipino 
American identity into the 21st century. These shifting contours of cultural identity are reflected 
on college campuses through the proliferation of student organizations beyond all-encompassing 
“cultural” clubs. Amongst the Asian American student community as a whole, there has been an 
emergence of fraternities, sororities, academic societies, and faith-based organizations to create a 
full landscape of extra-curricular opportunities that relate to Asian American interests (A. 
Gonzalez, 2012; Park et al., 2013; Tran & Chang, 2013). More recently, as the Filipino 
American population has developed, there has been a concurrent emergence of an equally 
diverse landscape for this demographic. Filipino American student groups now include 
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mentorship and retention programs, performance arts troupes, radical political activists, and 
many others (Buenavista, 2013; Gonzalves, 2009; Strobel, 2001). Bayanihan at Central 
University and Kaibigan at Western University are both part of expansive Filipino American 
student networks on their campus and beyond. Their roles within these networks, often as the 
largest and most influential student group in any given setting, are once again indicative of the 
relative privilege that they experience within their respective cultural centers, but in a different 
context that reflects the perceived value of the Filipino American identity within the higher 
education environment and the larger Filipino American community. The history of Filipino 
American student networks in these regions highlights the expansive and often hidden meanings 
of what it means to be a Filipino American and a student within the current neoliberal era. 
Furthermore, the inferences that students make about their positionality and identity within the 
university and the community illustrate the unique conditions of their university campuses as 
both social and academic hubs. 
Western University: An “Alliance of Friends” Plus One. Western University is 
currently home to five Filipino American student organizations, four of which comprise the 
Alyansa ng mga Kaibigan umbrella housed in the university’s Cross-Cultural Center. Basic 
descriptions of each organization are as follows: 
• Kaibigan, the primary subject of this study, aims to bolster the academic, community, 
cultural, social, and political aspects of the Filipino American experience. The 
organization, founded in 1974, describes itself as a “large extended family, making our 
lives at WU more involved, educational, supportive, exciting, and most of all, fun” 
(Alyansa ng mga Kaibigan, 2016). Kaibigan is by far the largest Filipino American 
student organization at WU, with over 300 members annually since the 1990’s.  
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• Pilipino Pre-health Organization (PPO) founded in 1994, has five goals: 1) To provide 
service, guidance, and support to pre-health students; 2) To sponsor programs for 
minority youth to encourage their entrance into health professions; 3) To increase the 
number of culturally sensitive health care professionals; 4) To serve the campus and the 
community as well as the Pilipino community at large; 5) To spread “PPO Love” 
(Pilipino Pre-Health Organization, n.d.).  
• Simbahan,3 founded in 1997, is a Catholic faith-based group that is housed in the 
university’s Interfaith Center rather than the Cross-Cultural Center. As such, it is often 
omitted from discussions about a collective Filipino American community at Western 
University because it is not a part of the Cross or Alyansa. For example, it is common 
parlance for Filipino American student leaders in Alyansa to refer to the four Filipino 
organizations in their umbrella as being the totality of Filipino American student groups 
on campus (Alyansa ng mga Kaibigan, 2016).  
• Filipino American Scientists and Engineers (FASE) was founded in 2001 “in response to 
the lack of Filipino representation in the technical world,” and “was designed to enhance 
and support the life of students in technical majors or with technical interests” (Filipino 
American Scientists and Engineers, n.d.). Originally a group solely targeting engineers, 
toward the late 2000’s, the organization rebranded itself to reach out to audiences in both 
sciences and engineering, owing to the increased interactions between these academic 
majors and professional fields.  
• Pilipino Americans in Social Sciences and Ecology (PASSE), founded in 2004, states that 
they “[focus] on fields relating to business, law, the social sciences, and social ecology. 
                                                
3 “sim-BAH-hahn,” Tagalog word for “church” 
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PASSE is a ‘community within a community’ striving to increase the representation of 
Pilipinos/Filipinos and other minorities within professional industries while providing a 
social support network that promotes academic excellence, career development, 
community involvement, and leadership opportunities for students in the WU and 
Pilipino/Filipino communities” (Pilipino Americans in Social Sciences and Ecology, 
n.d.).  
Each of the Filipino American student organizations outside of Kaibigan have general 
memberships ranging from 25-50 members. Like Kaibigan, they experience membership spikes 
during the beginning of the year and surrounding their landmark annual events, which include 
semi-formal galas, conferences, and philanthropic events. Aside from these organizations who all 
explicitly market a Filipino identity in their name and mission statement, there are also numerous 
other organizations such as fraternities, sororities, and hip hop dance crews at Western that have 
a predominantly Filipino American membership. However, these organizations often market 
themselves as general multicultural organizations or do not take any stance on race/ethnicity 
whatsoever. The careful marketing of these organizations reflects larger apprehensions that 
surround minority and multicultural student affairs in higher education, and the public sphere in 
general. Students in organizations that “happen to be Filipino” work around the general 
assumption that any specific mentioning of race and/or ethnicity is at worst, inherently 
discriminatory, and at the least, detrimental to recruitment of membership from a wide audience. 
Such attitudes reflect the neoliberal shift away from racial inequity as a driving factor behind the 
diversification of higher education. Not only has higher education turned away from its previous, 
centuries-long practices of exclusion, it has perpetuated a culture that actively works against 
mentioning any social injustices that occur along divides of race and ethnicity as if such issues 
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are no longer existent. Furthermore, excluding the Filipino identity from the mission statements 
of predominantly Filipino American organizations plays to the assumption that race and ethnicity 
play no part in their mission solely because they do not incorporate aspects of a foreign, non-
White culture of the Philippines into their programming.   
Within the state of California, there are many universities that house multiple Filipino 
American student organizations much like the structure seen at Western. In a similar manner to 
the intermingling of students amongst organizations in the Central University APC umbrella, it is 
not uncommon for students to have multiple memberships and board positions amongst the 
various Filipino American student organizations at WU. The existence and cross-membership of 
these organizations exhibits the intersectional and overlapping identities that Filipino American 
college students encounter, as well as the logistical constraints that encompass their extra-
curricular involvements. Of the ten WU subjects from Kaibigan, three are also members of other 
Alyansa organizations, with two of those subjects having held board positions in another group. 
In regards to the other Filipino American organizations outside of Alyansa, a common opinion 
amongst the WU subject group is that Kaibigan is the large, “mainstream” organization that 
primarily focuses on Filipino/American cultures. The other organizations – PPO, FASE, PASSE, 
and Simbahan – are places where students go to either focus on their major, or be part of a more 
tight-knit group when Kaibigan proves too large to form meaningful connections. But Kaibigan 
is still seen as the predominant voice of Filipino American culture on campus, the leader which 
other organizations follow. This is particularly true for each year’s large Filipino American 
cultural or community events, including the Justice for Filipino American Veterans (JFAV) 
parade in Los Angeles, Pilipino American Cultural Night (PACN), and Pilipino Graduation (P-
Grad).  
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Mae, a junior and executive board member of Kaibigan at the time of our interview, was 
not a part of Kaibigan her first year at WU, in favor of joining PPO, where she eventually 
became a board member her second year. “In PPO, the people were more welcoming. The 
upperclassmen, they would come and talk to us. They really wanted me to stay in the club,” she 
explained of her decision to join the organization. “In Kaibigan, I didn’t have a mentor, the 
upperclassmen didn’t reach out to me and my roommate, so I just stayed in PPO. I also stayed in 
PPO because I was a pre-health major so they gave me more opportunities than Kaibigan could.” 
Filipinos have historically been a significant part of the medical field in the United States, but 
continue to face issues of discrimination and under-employment in contemporary contexts 
(Choy, 2003). Worldwide, a large part of the Filipino identity is interwoven with the medical and 
caretaking industries (Parrenas, 2001). However, Mae struggled in defining the particularly 
Filipino American aspects of PPO: 
What’s Filipino are the people in it [laughs], there’s a lot of Filipinos in the club, and 
they interact with Filipinos in the WU medical school. I remember sitting in on a board 
meeting once and they were like, we need more Filipino aspects to bring in to the 
members. Because we would just be a normal pre-health club if they weren’t Filipino. 
Mae’s contradistinction between a Filipino pre-health club (what PPO should aspire to 
be) and a “normal” pre-health club is a subtle yet poignant view on the dominant norms of 
Western University’s extra-curricular culture and its racial politics writ large. Despite their best 
intentions, spaces for students of color are not considered part of the norm. These concerns are 
heightened for PPO, as their organization attempts to create an intersectional space for itself 
within the academic/professional sector of extra-curricular life, rather than the multicultural 
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sector, where racial/ethnic organizations are more widely participated in from a student 
perspective and accepted from a structural perspective.  
Omar, an executive board member of PPO, had a less optimistic outlook on the 
organization’s cultural elements. When asked how PPO reflects or shares Filipino culture on 
campus, he replied, “to be honest, they don’t really reflect it. PPO heavily relies on its 
connection with Kaibigan. And we try our best to interact or support Kaibigan and through that 
we hope to share some of our culture. PPO really more emphasized about pre-health.” 
Johnny, a junior in Electrical Engineering, had a similar outlook on FASE and its 
relationship with Kaibigan: 
FASE, we’re an engineering club. But we just happen to be made up of a bunch of 
Filipinos. When I was in FASE my first year, the only real Filipino thing they did was 
advertise JFAV. But the rest of the year it was just building, you know… it never got into 
that Filipino stuff. 
These students’ descriptions of Filipino American organizations outside of Kaibigan 
reflect the monopoly that Kaibigan has created over a narrow definition of Filipino American 
culture on WU’s campus. As the largest Filipino American student group at WU, Kaibigan also 
holds a level of complacency in this system as well. These other organizations send their 
members to Kaibigan to participate in landmark annual programs, many of which Kaibigan has 
been hosting since before these additional Filipino American organizations existed. However, 
PPO, FASE, PASSE, and Simbahan also do themselves a disservice by normalizing the practice 
of lending their members to Kaibigan for cultural events and not envisioning their own 
organization as being cultural in and of itself. In other words, they attempt not to reinvent the 
wheel as it relates to Filipino American culture on campus, when it is, in fact, tantamount to their 
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organization’s very existence to recognize and advocate for these intersectional identities of 
students. Through simply incorporating other Filipino American student groups into their annual 
curriculum when needed, Kaibigan also becomes absolved of having to fundamentally re-
conceptualize their ideas of Filipino American programming despite the shifting landscape 
around them. Their organization holds the privilege of maintaining the status quo.  
Theoretically, the missions and visions of Filipino American student groups in the fields 
of medicine, engineering, social sciences, and faith communities are of great relevance at 
Western, the University of California campus with the largest Filipino American population. 
Particularly on a campus where Asian Americans are not treated as under-represented minorities, 
organizations such as PASSE, FASE, PPO, and Simbahan have the opportunity to capture what 
it means to be a marginalized group in these academic, professional, and cultural fields, by 
encapsulating significant factors of the Filipino American experience such as immigration and 
labor demands of the post-1965 immigration waves, parental pressures to enter various academic 
fields over others, and lack of institutional support for Filipino and Asian American students. 
PPO’s mission statement even makes an explicit mention of outreach to “minority youth” – a 
powerful political statement within a higher education system that does not consider Filipino 
American students to be minorities. Yet antiquated definitions of race and ethnicity that fail to 
account for the modern American higher education experience in shaping cultural identities leave 
these organizations bound to Kaibigan as the sole provider of Filipino American cultural content 
at Western University. What should be a great opportunity to expand on what it means to be 
Filipino American in the modern age instead is still relegated to a one size fits all brand of 
diversity. 
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In addition to the five Filipino American student organizations currently in existence at 
WU, the Tagalog and Filipino Studies (TFS) organization existed throughout the first half of the 
2000’s and was the fifth member of the Alyansa umbrella. The organization’s goal was to 
institutionalize a Tagalog language and Filipino American studies program in the university. I 
speak of this organization in relation to the Filipino American student community rather than 
academic contexts because the student movement to institutionalize Tagalog and Filipino 
American studies at WU illustrates the blurred lines between extra-curricular and academic 
avenues related to the Filipino American identity. During the early 2000’s, multiple Tagalog and 
Filipino American studies courses were taught by adjunct faculty and Asian American studies-
affiliated professors, with TFS organizing student demand and spreading awareness of course 
availability and content. However, most of these classes and faculty positions were not 
permanently established by the university, and by the late 2000’s, nearly all of them were gone. 
With the courses slowly fading, so too did the TFS organization. Currently, there is a “Filipino 
American Experiences” course that is taught once or twice a year (WU is on a quarter system), 
and Kaibigan dedicates one meeting each year to promote the Filipino American studies 
movement to its membership. The vestiges of the TFS organization remain within Kaibigan, 
illustrating the blurred lines between academic advocacy and extra-curricular involvement. 
Despite the dissolution of TFS as an organization, the term “TFS” is still used as the blanket term 
for Filipino/Filipino American-related courses (as opposed to their actual departmental 
abbreviation/affiliation), as well as the sociopolitical cause of raising awareness and generating 
demand for these courses. I emphasize through these actions the continued importance of the 
extra-curricular sphere, as Kaibigan attempts to promote the TFS movement as opposed to the 
actual intellectual content of Filipino American studies – that is, organizing students to create 
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demand for Filipino American studies classes, yet not dedicating its resources to teaching or 
creating awareness about the actual content of these courses. 
Despite the attempts to keep TFS as part of the annual conversations amongst the Filipino 
American student body, Dr. Monica Castillo, Western University’s Filipina American Associate 
Professor of Asian American studies, often sees a disconnect between Kaibigan membership and 
Filipino American academics. “I feel like when it [Filipino American Experiences] isn’t taught, 
students kind of freak out,” she said. “But at the same time, when it is taught, they’re not always 
taking the class.” She also recalled how this attitude towards Filipino courses of only wanting 
something when it was unattainable was noticed amongst the higher levels of administration. 
During a meeting of the School of Humanities Executive Committee, Dr. Castillo said that the 
Dean of the school made a disparaging reference to the enrollment in Tagalog language courses. 
“I kid you not, like 2 months ago, they were trying to approve something around some other 
language and the Dean here even remembered, ‘oh right, let’s make sure this isn’t like Tagalog,’ 
where students really fought for it and when the class came around they didn’t take the class. The 
numbers weren’t there.” Even amongst her Filipino American Experiences class, which touches 
upon “war, empire, migration, and culture,” Dr. Castillo never sees more than one or two 
Kaibigan members per term, with another one or two members of other Alyansa organizations 
intermittently. She even says that she tries to plan her course schedule around weekly Kaibigan 
meetings in order to accommodate the organization. “I’m trying to understand the course as part 
of the undergrad students’ larger life or larger identity formation process as Filipino American 
students,” she said. Despite the reputation of low enrollment in Tagalog language classes, Dr. 
Castillo says that she has been approached by students about alternative forms of education: 
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I’ve also had undergrads who’ve asked about student-led courses that would have a 
faculty mentor, and students could lead a course. I’ve had on a number of occasions 
students ask me if we could do it around Tagalog and I’m not trained in Tagalog. 
Actually, that’s not the primary language my family spoke in the house. It was Visayan. 
These experiences speak to the invisible labor that is conducted by faculty of color at 
many institutions of higher education, where they are forced into being de facto advisors for a 
myriad of issues relating to diversity at both the student and administrative levels, even if it may 
be well outside of their academic focus and job responsibilities. Furthermore, it also highlights 
the sole focus on Tagalog as the predominant language of choice for Filipino American 
community issues. Despite the prevalence of other Filipino languages in the diaspora, Tagalog is 
still emphasized as the normative status quo, resulting in problematic exclusions of other Filipino 
ethnolinguistic identities. 
On the surface, there are multiple opportunities in the academic and curricular 
environments of Western University to explore facets of the Filipino American identity both in 
and out of higher education. However, the specter of Kaibigan permeates throughout a multitude 
of decisions that are made with the Filipino American student demographic in mind, calling into 
question where the line is drawn between considerations of Kaibigan as a student organization 
versus Kaibigan as a representative sample of the student population of Filipino Americans. 
Throughout campus, cultural advances have been made at the institutional level, such as the 
establishment of a Cross-Cultural Center that houses multiple Filipino American and student-of-
color organizations, as well as Filipino American studies and Tagalog language courses. Yet 
these changes are often wholly disconnected from the sphere of Kaibigan as an extra-curricular 
organization with its own social norms and student-run annual events that purport the group’s 
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own vision of a Filipino American student identity. Other Filipino American student 
organizations defer any cultural programming to Kaibigan and are content in sharing 
membership bases with them rather than exploring the nuanced cultural identity of Filipino 
Americans within specific professional fields. Despite the absence of a dedicated organization to 
the cause, Tagalog language and Filipino American studies courses are supported by 
organizations like Kaibigan and Alyansa in theory, yet students are hesitant to actually enroll in 
these courses while still exploring informal options with less institutional stakes to fulfill their 
cultural needs, such as Kaibigan’s programming and student-led courses. Ultimately, the 
Kaibigan organization holds more power than even its members itself may be aware of. This 
disconnect between the student sphere and the institutional sphere raises unique concerns for the 
higher education environment about the Filipino American community and identity, as Filipino 
American students often conceptualize their belonging to the fabric of a campus community in 
different ways than the institutions themselves do. This is not to say that one realm is more 
important than the other, but the current cultural influence of Kaibigan amongst the largest 
Filipino American student population in the University of California system illustrates unique 
conditions that shape how the Filipino American identity is viewed within this region of higher 
education. For Kaibigan, their presence is not merely about promoting an abstract Filipino 
American identity, it is about promoting visibility on campus in ways that are most readily 
recognizable amongst their direct peer group.  
Central University: A Disconnected Century. Central University only has one Filipino 
American student organization, Bayanihan, which has existed in its current form since the 
1980’s. None of the ten subjects I spoke to, which included some of Bayanihan’s most senior 
leaders, could directly cite the year of the most recent revival of the organization. Since 1919, 
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Filipino American student organizations have existed at Central, but have become defunct and 
resurrected based on student enrollment, which itself is directly influenced by immigration 
patterns to the region. According to estimates by the CU subjects, Bayanihan ranges from 50-100 
members in any given year. Unlike California’s CSU and UC schools, it is impossible to fully 
determine the ratio of Filipino American students to Filipino American student groups, given that 
Central University does not collect data on Asian American students’ ethnicity. Subjects’ 
estimates of the Filipino American student population at CU ranged anywhere from 100-1,000, 
with most of the estimates at 500 or below. Owing to each subject’s personal perspective, when 
asked to elaborate on how they calculated their estimates of the campus-wide Filipino American 
population, every subject began with their own estimate of the size of Bayanihan itself, then 
somehow scaled up based on their own perceptions of how many other Filipino Americans they 
had encountered outside of the organization (it should also be noted that every subject from 
Western University began their estimates using Kaibigan as a frame of reference as well). 
Filipino Americans also have substantial concentrations in hip hop dance crews and Asian-
interest fraternities and sororities on campus. No subject spoke of any implicit or explicit 
demands amongst the community for an alternative organization for Filipino American students 
beyond the pre-existing space and opportunities that Bayanihan offered. But beyond the campus, 
Bayanihan’s organizational mission was in dialogue with a larger community of Filipino 
American student organizations throughout the Midwest. As part of the Midwest Association of 
Pilipino Students (MAPS) umbrella organization with over twenty other Filipino American 
college student groups, Bayanihan is a major influence for many of its peer organizations, in 
much the same way that the rest of Alyansa at Western University followed the lead of Kaibigan. 
From 2014-16, six Bayanihan members held board positions on MAPS’s inter-campus board. 
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CU’s ability to hold such power within the alliance was a result of Bayanihan’s size permitting 
its base of qualified student leaders to disperse amongst the campus and regional levels, 
particularly amongst senior members who have already held positions in Bayanihan and are 
looking to expand their horizons. 
With the name derived from an annual conference of Midwest Filipino American student 
organizations that began in 1996, MAPS officially became an umbrella organization in 2008, 
dedicated to year-round operations in addition to their annual meeting. According to its 
constitution, “MAPS exists to promote unity and cooperation amongst Filipino and Filipino 
Americans around the Midwest by promoting Filipino culture and Asian American awareness, 
coordinating meetings and events, and supporting the objectives of the MAPS Member 
Organizations” (Midwest Association of Pilipino Students, n.d.). MAPS is registered as a 
501(c)3 non-profit organization, but has no affiliation with any university. Therefore, it cannot 
apply for university resources and support like its individual affiliated organizations. MAPS’s 
largest sources of revenue are organizational membership dues and the sale of MAPS-branded 
apparel. The state of Illinois holds a significant weight and influence within the umbrella, as 
MAPS’ non-profit designation is within this state, and it is also home to three of the largest and 
most active Filipino American student groups in the region – CU’s Bayanihan, the University of 
Illinois, Chicago’s (UIC) Filipinos in Alliance (FIA), and Loyola University Chicago’s (LUC) 
Kapwa. Two of these organizations host the most widely attended annual MAPS events: UIC’s 
Battle of the Bamboo dance competition and CU’s Filipino Americans Coming Together 
(FACT) conference (both will be discussed at length in Chapter 6). MAPS also continues to host 
their annual meeting and semi-annual leadership retreats at different universities each year. 
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Bayanihan student leaders point to a combination of population demographics, historical 
legacy, and university resources at Central University as a confluence of factors that contribute 
to the status of their organization as an influential entity within MAPS. Some of the things that 
Bayanihan members take for granted are seen as extraordinary by students at other universities. 
Jasmine, for example, described MAPS affiliates’ shock and awe at the existence of CU’s Asian 
American Cultural Center. “When people [from MAPS] come to the AACC, they’d be like, 
wow. You guys have a space just for Asians and Asian Americans. You guys have your own 
space that you can rent out the kitchen and the books and stuff. That’s something that not a lot of 
schools have, whereas we do.” Of the twenty-four campuses with MAPS affiliates, each one has 
a university office dedicated to diversity and inclusion. However, only five of these campuses 
(CU, University of Illinois, Chicago, University of Iowa, Purdue University, and Indiana 
University – Bloomington) have Asian and/or Asian American-specific resource and/or cultural 
centers. At the student level, Bayanihan also feels that its long-standing traditions have 
established a foundation to build a social advantage over its peer groups. “Bayanihan’s definitely 
strong here. Strong in the familial aspect, strong in the programming aspect, strong in the other 
aspects, because we’ve been established for a long time,” said AC, a former board member for 
both Bayanihan and MAPS. “We’ve found what works for us. It’s just a well-oiled machine. I 
think compared to some other schools, some of them have just started this year. Having that 
history, having established what works, definitely puts us above- not above, but it’s more 
experience than other schools.” In comparing his own experiences at CU to those of his peers in 
other MAPS schools, Leo’s comparisons between Bayanihan and MAPS delve deeper into the 
content of the “well-oiled machine” described by AC. Bayanihan’s institutional experience 
coupled with the individual experiences of the people within it lead the organization to perceive 
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a deeper approach to Filipino American community issues within its ranks compared to the rest 
of MAPS: 
I think I was given the privilege to really take charge of Filipino American issues and 
really be able to be a forerunner of making sure that issues are present and making sure 
that issues were made important as well. I think that my experience compared to others, I 
was really lucky. I got to meet a bunch of people who opened a lot of doors for me, and I 
was able to step through them… I know with a lot of other ones [MAPS organizations], 
they just come from small schools or schools that are focused on academia. And they 
don’t need to learn about social identity- according to them. 
Whereas students from Kaibigan at Western University are largely disconnected from 
their university resources in student affairs and academia, Bayanihan at Central University 
appears to have a more direct connection with and pride in their forms of institutional support. 
While most organizations largely exist in bubbles unto themselves for most of their 
programming that is based heavily in social activities, Bayanihan also sees their university’s 
Asian American Cultural Center as a hub for advising, programming, and a unique advocate for 
Asian American students’ needs and concerns within the Midwest, especially as it relates to their 
landmark annual events. These students have also made meaningful connections with Asian 
American studies courses, absent of any student-organized political movements around the issue 
like TFS at Western. Two of the ten CU subjects were pursuing minors in Asian American 
studies and two others had taken AAS courses, whereas only one WU subject had taken an AAS 
course. But conversely, outside of the spaces of Central University and Bayanihan themselves, 
members of Bayanihan are rather skeptical about the roles of their peers from other universities 
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in facilitating student-led spaces that are conducive toward promoting cultural knowledge and 
professional development. 
The inferences that Bayanihan members draw about their peers in other MAPS 
organizations were illustrated through many subjects’ attitudes toward the MAPS annual 
meeting. Like other professional association meetings, the MAPS meeting rotates to a different 
host each Spring semester, with the one exception being CU. Central University does not host 
the MAPS conference due to its annual Fall conference, entitled FACT, or Filipino Americans 
Coming Together, which is an annual tent pole event for MAPS that I will discuss at length in 
Chapter 6. Compared to the 1,200-1,300 expected delegates at FACT in any given year, less than 
one-quarter of that number attends the MAPS conference, depending on the location. For 
Bayanihan members who often labor tirelessly to organize and facilitate the FACT conference, 
the MAPS meeting is a chance for them to experience a conference as delegates with the 
maximum opportunity to learn about diverse topics affecting Filipino American students. 
However, Bayanihan members are often disappointed by the student-centered and informal 
nature of the MAPS conference, which they interpret as unprofessional and disengaging in 
comparison to the atmosphere they create at their own FACT conference. In explaining her 
qualms with the MAPS conference, April also drew from the foundation of Bayanihan’s 
historical legacy to lend her own organization credibility: 
CU is super established in terms of having a Filipino American group. It will be 100 
years old when I graduate. At MAPS conference, we were complaining. Why do we 
show up to workshops on time and other people don’t? We got to the keynote speaker 
thing and we were the only ones there. I think some other schools see it as an entirely 
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social thing. I think we don’t see it like that as much because we’re more established. 
That’s why we treat everything more formal. 
Due to MAPS’s aforementioned lack of financial resources as an umbrella organization 
without affiliation to any one university, combined with their lack of institutional resources 
(Asian/American cultural centers, staff, and/or faculty) at a majority of the MAPS campuses, the 
workshops of the MAPS conference are largely student-run, as opposed to other student 
conferences such as Bayanihan’s FACT that receive institutional funding in order to recruit 
speakers from faculty, staff, and community ranks. Given CU’s familiarity with such conditions 
of a Filipino American student conference, the attitudes of Bayanihan members that April 
describes are can be interpreted as very aspirational toward MAPS. CU students take the act of 
attending conferences very seriously, even if they are only student-run, because they hope that 
the climate of MAPS will change beyond what they perceive to be a lack of substantive content. 
But Jasmine’s reflection on the MAPS conference experience illustrated many of the 
fundamental obstacles that the umbrella organization has to work through: 
There’s not a lot of people that go to MAPS. FACT can get 1,200 no matter what, 
whereas MAPS can only get 200 or 300, or even less. I just think it doesn’t have the 
reputation that FACT does. MAPS is new, it’s developing. And I think that one effect is 
having is student facilitators. To me, when I look at student facilitators, I don’t really 
trust you. I know that there is something to learn from them, and from other people, but 
it’s just… I want to learn more from other people who are out there already and doing 
something.  
April and Jasmine’s reflections on the MAPS conference demonstrate that while 
Bayanihan seeks to lead by example, this example is built upon multiple layers of institutional 
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support that make Central University’s organization and annual conference successful, which are 
inherently lacking in MAPS. As students, whose temporal and physical presence in the 
institution is incredibly limited, CU subjects make inferences about themselves and their peers 
with far less structural contexts about the institutions where they are (or are not) situated, taking 
for granted their relative privileges and making incomplete assumptions about the conditions of 
others. These viewpoints are not malicious or accusatory in and of themselves (although they can 
be used to install competitive pride in one organization over another), but rather they are the 
result of the sedimentation of traditions and cultural norms accumulating and solidifying in a 
much shorter period of time within higher education, to the point where it becomes taken for 
granted as the natural state of being. For example, April, a first-year student at the time of our 
interview, channels the 100-year legacy of Filipino American student organizations on CU’s 
campus as a primary factor in Bayanihan’s culture of professionalism and pursuit of knowledge. 
However, these claims are an association rather than a causation. Although Filipino American 
student groups existed as early as 1919 at Central and Filipino students attended the university as 
early as 1904, there is not one continuous historical legacy of that original organization into the 
present. As I mentioned previously, Bayanihan members themselves are not fully aware of the 
complete institutional history of Filipino American student organizations on their campus. 
Furthermore, academic, professional, and extra-curricular environments such as student 
conferences did not exist in their current form until the 1990’s, thus further disassociating the 
entirety of Central University’s 100+ year-old history of having Filipino American students on 
campus as the direct cause of the current climate within Bayanihan as an organization. Yet for 
the current generation of students, their experiences are the only version of extra-curricular life 
that they or any of their peers know, thus making these conditions seem inherent to Bayanihan 
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rather than the result of contemporary institutional support such as the AACC and other funding 
sources on campus that have contributed to making CU events both intellectually fulfilling and 
socially engaging. Another factor that is not taken into consideration is the relatively central 
location of Illinois within the Midwest region, which allows for more accessible flow of students 
from various campuses to CU compared to other states. Regardless of the content of any one 
conference, its location relative to its target demographic can be a barrier toward attendance for 
even the most passionate constituents.  
April and AC’s assertions that Bayanihan is older and more established than other 
universities’ Filipino American student organizations are also incredibly short-sighted. Out of the 
24 MAPS schools, at least ten organizations other than Bayanihan were founded in 2000 or 
earlier, with the University of Minnesota’s Philippine Student Association tracing its roots back 
to 1944. Conversely, at least three organizations have been founded since 2009. The remaining 
schools in MAPS, including Bayanihan, do not publicly purport their year of establishment, 
which can be interpreted as either a creative choice or an overall lack of institutional memory 
(Midwest Association of Pilipino Students, n.d.). However, the 100-year history of Filipino 
students at Central University is not unique to this one campus within MAPS. Under the 1903 
Pensionado Act, Filipino scholars were sent to nine colleges and universities other than Central 
that now host MAPS-affiliated student organizations – Illinois State University, Indiana 
University, Northern Illinois University, Penn State University, Purdue University, St. Louis 
University, University of Michigan, University of Missouri, and University of Wisconsin. 
Bayanihan members’ misperceptions of their organization as a pioneer and trail blazer within the 
MAPS sphere are objectively misguided, but more significantly subjectively rooted in how 
Filipino American student groups’ presence is valued within this community. For example, in 
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regards to student conferences, both MAPS and FACT began in the 1990’s, making Jasmine’s 
claim that the MAPS conference is “new and developing” partially untrue. Although the MAPS 
conference is by no means new – especially compared to CU’s FACT – it is still very much 
under development as the conference continues to search for ways to sustain itself with its 
limited resource base. Again, from this perspective, false causations are inferred out of 
associations. Jasmine assumes that because the conference does not have the reputation of FACT 
or Bayanihan, that it is a new and fledgling program. From her perspective, FACT is a large, 
established program that has particular outcomes as such. Relative to FACT, the idea of a 
conference that can only host 200-300 students does not live up to the reputation of another 
conference that can extract over 1,000 students from that same subject group, seemingly “no 
matter what.” These perspectives become problematic when FACT is seen as the rule rather than 
the exception; the norm rather than the counter-space. While such aspirational goals for Filipino 
American student groups are commendable, they do not always consider the balance between 
needs and capabilities that are incredibly unique to each campus. Therefore, the history, legacy, 
and agency of Filipino American student groups from other MAPS universities becomes severely 
undercut. Students who do not have institutional resources are written off as inadequate rather 
than evaluated relative to their specific needs and capabilities. Conversely, students who do have 
these resources and opportunities write them off as normative and meritocratic without fully 
acknowledging the privileges unique to their campus and region. 
Conclusion 
Amidst the culture of higher education, time functions differently within the 
consciousness of students than it does in the outside world. While the four or five years one 
spends in college quantitatively passes the same as it would for anyone else, the qualitative 
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significance of the higher education experience is a central factor in shaping how students view 
their actions within and contributions to their campus environment. The time one spends in 
college holds a particular weight in one’s own life as a young adult, as students simultaneously 
seek to learn who they are as individuals and as part of a larger community. Furthermore, the 
continuous resetting of student populations as one cohort graduates and another matriculates 
every year contributes to a skewed view of historical legacies and institutional memories. As 
people who are anxious to place higher meaning on their experiences and have lowered 
awareness of their predecessors, students are susceptible to mistaking recent history for deep-
seated sedimentations of their campus culture. This is particularly notable in land grant 
institutions like CU that are located far away from their alumni base broadly speaking, and 
moreso for their Asian American and Filipino American alumni more specifically. Thus, as part 
of uniquely long-standing Filipino American student communities on their campuses, members 
of Kaibigan and Bayanihan channel these legacies in divergent ways throughout their 
programming and structural organization. Ultimately, these students’ perspectives on their role 
as ambassadors for Filipino American culture on their campus reflect neoliberal ideals of 
diversity and higher education as an individual and meritocratic pursuit that all students have 
equal opportunity to achieve. Such perspectives do not take into account the varied histories of 
institutional support for students of color nor the power structures within universities that 
continue to be rigid and exclusive of non-White ideals.  
For Kaibigan at Western University, the size and structure of their organization relative to 
the university leads them to embrace their own student-run, self-determined spaces. With a 
multitude of student leaders and long-running annual events, they are largely self-reliant on their 
own human resources that fuel a majority of their organization’s substantive content. Inherent in 
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such a belief is that campus institutions designed to benefit Filipino American students cannot 
culturally or creatively support Kaibigan according to their specific needs and capabilities. While 
they do interact with university entities such as the Cross-Cultural Center and the Asian 
American studies faculty for symbolic support and financial contributions, their organization’s 
legacy as a self-sustaining, independent entity still looms over many of their inter-organizational 
relationships, or more specifically the lack thereof. As one of the largest organizations on 
campus, Kaibigan does not see utility in collaborating with other organizations of color 
(including Filipino American student organizations) nor embrace their own agency to act as a 
catalyst for creating substantive change for other organizations with less resources. Rather, the 
entirety of their resources is dedicated to managing their extremely large membership base, 
which, as I will describe in the following chapter, often acts as its own organizational umbrella 
unto itself. Meanwhile, members of Kaibigan discredit the cultural merit of three of the other 
Filipino American student organizations on campus (PPO, FASE, PASSE) while wholly 
ignoring the existence of a fourth (Simbahan), and attempting to preserve the vestiges of a fifth 
(TFS). As some members of Kaibigan who have participated in other Filipino American student 
groups on campus have demonstrated, these other organizations often internalize these same 
attitudes, attributing their main focus to academics and deferring all cultural programming to 
Kaibigan, thus rendering the two mutually exclusive. Kaibigan’s focus on their traditional means 
of promoting the Filipino American culture within their campus community are tied to a certain 
perspective that views culture as a monolithic entity that can be encompassed within one 
organization as a “one stop shop” for the academic, community, cultural, political, and social 
aspects of Filipino American identity. Rather than collaborating with their fellow Alyansa 
organizations to expand on the contemporary, intersectional definitions of Filipino American 
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student identities, or networking with other student-of-color organizations on similarly situated 
racial struggles, Kaibigan has merely incorporated those organizations into their pre-existing 
calendar of programming in the case of Alyansa, or become content with being categorically 
separate from other organizations such as Rainbow Council. Outreach to other organizations 
becomes a tokenized aspect of their curriculum rather than an institutionalized aspect. This 
process of expansion and incorporation of Filipino American identities versus the hegemonic, 
reductionist identity of Filipino American as belonging to the historical past are reflective of 
larger re-articulations of racial paradigms that have occurred in the neoliberal era. As the 
definitions of racial and ethnic categories expand beyond antiquated, monolithic definitions, 
radical transformations are ultimately forced back into the margins, while the state-endorsed, 
singular definitions of difference are superficially expanded and incorporated into institutions in 
order to ultimately reinforce the status quo. In this case, the institutionalization of Kaibigan and 
the Cross-Cultural Center was designed to include students of color into the university, but the 
academic and extra-curricular conditions have also separated the now-incorporated, mainstream 
ideals of the Filipino identity from the more radical, intersectional transformations that seek to 
explore new dimensions of the Filipino American experience, such as Filipino American 
academic organizations or the TFS group that advocated for an institutionalized Filipino 
American studies program. 
On the surface, Bayanihan at Central University embraces their ties to the institution as a 
source of pride and legitimacy in their organization relative to their peers at other universities 
whose Filipino American student groups are not as large or events not as extravagantly 
organized. However, this pride is expressed as a micro-level, student-facilitated culture rather 
than a product of specific conditions of their higher education experience at CU. Bayanihan 
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members feel that due to the deep-seated traditions that their organization has forged on campus, 
they have the experience and overall demeanor that is conducive to professional development, 
cultural awareness, and social networking. Bayanihan makes connections between its 
contemporary successes and the 100-year history of Filipino Americans on CU’s campus, despite 
the relative disconnect between Bayanihan members and recent alumni, let alone those of past 
eras of Filipino American student groups. But these connections are mostly correlations 
mistranslated as causations. The linear historical legacy of Bayanihan in its current form is not 
100 years old, but is rather closer to thirty years old, as university demographics have shifted 
over time and Filipino American student groups have disbanded and re-formed. Furthermore, a 
multitude of their peer organizations also share similar durations of existence on their respective 
campuses, many of which are also large, public, research-based peer institutions of Central 
University. But despite these similar histories, Bayanihan members demonstrate a confirmation 
bias where their own perceived historical legacy at CU reinforces the notion of their own 
organization as a frontrunner within the Midwest region.  
However, it is not merely that history in and of itself, but also larger, localized 
institutional conditions that perpetuate Bayanihan’s success relative to others. Within a campus 
environment where objectively recent history quickly turns into the distant past, history and 
legacy are uniquely created within relatively short time frames. The sedimentation that occurs 
within college campuses thus homogenizes the entirety of history, obscuring a closer analysis of 
contemporary advances that have been made at the structural and individual level. So, when a 
member of Bayanihan refers to the century-long legacy of Filipino American student organizing, 
they are unable to differentiate the colonial pensionado era from the post-1965 era or the 
millennial era. They are also unable to acknowledge the legacy of other student groups because 
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their programmatic outcomes do not reflect what they believe to be the appropriate results of a 
two- or three-decade long history, let alone a century. Bayanihan leaders’ perceptions of the 
deep-seated cultural sedimentation of their university’s climate for Filipino American students 
misguides them to judge all Filipino American student organizations and higher education 
experiences on a skewed scale. Therefore, rather than embracing the agency of their peers to 
attempt to create student-centered learning environments, and the varied successes that they have 
achieved as student of color organizations in predominantly White institutions for many decades, 
Bayanihan members discount the efforts of their peers as ultimately ineffective. While there is 
nothing wrong with constructive criticism in and of itself amongst peers, what sets CU students’ 
critiques apart is the way that they attribute their advantages to historical legacies and intangible 
social cultures amongst their peer group, rather than contemporary academic and extra-curricular 
conditions that have predominantly emerged in the 21st century and are more directly related to 
bolstering the successes of Bayanihan as these student leaders currently experience it.  This 
historical amnesia reflects the ideals of neoliberalism in higher education that have erased the 
legacies of institutionalized discrimination and its continued effects in lieu of modern-day 
equality and meritocracy that are treated as inherent to higher education despite still existing for 
a minor portion of these institutions’ existence. 
Ultimately, the experiences of Kaibigan and Bayanihan within their respective Filipino 
American student networks demonstrates the incredibly nuanced definitions of what it means to 
be Filipino American, a student, and a Filipino American student organization in these regions. 
Each of these contexts carries a specific intersectional history on both campuses that manifests 
itself in the actions and worldviews of Filipino American student leaders. But because Filipino 
American students are often so disconnected from the institutional memory of their universities, 
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and their own individual legacies within these campus communities is so crucial to their own 
identity formations as young adults, many of their assessments of the cultural norms within their 
organizations misappropriate the already-blurred lines between individual and institutional 
action. These characteristics are indicative of the neoliberal era in higher education. Diversity, 
when reduced to a quantitative educational outcome, places the onus on individuals rather than 
institutions to contribute to a diverse campus environment based on antiquated definitions of race 
within a United States context, thus overlooking the necessary dialogue that needs to occur 
between the two in tandem in order to create truly transformative environments that serve 
students’ needs and bolster their capabilities.  
The actions and attitudes of student leaders from Central University’s Bayanihan and 
Western University’s Kaibigan reflect a perennial tension between what it means for a 
concentrated population of young adults to be part of a community in general and an institution 
of higher education more specifically. Recent history has shown at each of these universities that 
the culture of a college campus environment has the potential to change drastically within a very 
short period. As a result, the current generation of students struggles between the legacy of self-
determination that has entrenched the Filipino American student experience for almost a century, 
versus the increased aspects of institutionalized diversity that are beginning to permeate 
throughout both campuses. They understand that the size, history, and legacy of their 
organizations have created a certain culture of influence within their organization relative to 
others. Although each organization understands and acts upon their level of influence in different 
ways, what they do share is an uncertainty, even a distrust of their university as a result of their 
perennial marginalization. Kaibigan has become a large, self-sustaining entity unto itself, while 
Bayanihan participates within many of the Asian American Cultural Center’s activities in theory, 
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but also sees their organization as inherently more knowledgeable and professional than their 
peers rather than acknowledging their own institutional privileges. These refusals to give the 
university credit for the resources that they invest into diversity measures for students such as 
cultural centers and student-sponsored extra-curricular programming is an act of resistance; a 
refusal to acknowledge support that happens in name only. It can also be interpreted as the 
byproduct of the lack of institutionalized history and documentation of diverse campus groups 
and events that leads to future generations of students repeating the mistakes of their 
predecessors, or at the very least being denied the most accurate and thorough depiction of the 
past in order to best inform their policies and practices moving forward.  
With these omnipresent tensions established, the next chapter illustrates how Bayanihan 
and Kaibigan work to create an image of their organizations that is simultaneously unlike 
anything and similar to everything within collegiate experience on their respective campuses. As 
these students struggle to find an identity for themselves within their campus communities, they 
perform their identities in ways that attempt to interweave themselves into the cultural norms of 
campus life, while simultaneously attempting to set themselves aside from any of their peers.
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CHAPTER 5 
SETTING THE FOUNDATION: ORGANIZATIONAL RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION 
Introduction 
 At the end of each of my interviews with undergraduate subjects, I gave the subject an 
opportunity to ask me anything that was on their mind; anything about the project, about my own 
experiences in Filipino American student organizations, anything at all. These conversations, 
which occurred off the record, were an opportunity for me to thank these subjects for their time 
by engaging in conversations with them about topics of their choice, rather than treating our 
interactions as a mere one-way transaction between researcher and research subject. Oftentimes, 
subjects would ask me about the student organization at the other university. My common 
response was that although these organizations appeared different on the surface, their missions 
and organizational structures shared many similarities. Both Bayanihan and Kaibigan portrayed 
Filipino/American culture on their campus through regularly scheduled events such as board 
meetings and general meetings, the latter of which varied in terms of social and cultural offerings 
for their members. Subjects from both campuses also described their respective organizations as 
extremely large and practically unmanageable to interact with en masse, especially as a new 
member. Therefore, extreme emphasis was placed on utilizing micro-systems within each 
organization that served as a gateway for new and old members alike to remain connected to the 
organization and the individuals within it.  
 As the next two chapters will detail, members of both organizations compartmentalize 
their involvement within their Filipino American student groups into smaller spheres of 
interaction that they form closer identifications with. These actions are a microcosm for their 
university experience writ large, where students may identify more closely with their academic 
program or social network rather than the university as a whole, yet credit the university as the 
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catalyst that allowed for these micro-level interactions to occur. The same rings true for these 
two large, Filipino American student organizations. While members enjoy and purport the 
benefit of participation in these organizations, they are also often disconnected from a majority 
of the members and programs that these student groups have to offer. This chapter will detail the 
foundational methods of recruitment and retention that Bayanihan and Kaibigan undertake to 
create a membership base for their annual programming and curriculum, the highlights of which 
will be discussed in the next chapter. In addition to establishing these organizations’ needs to 
create a more manageable experience for members to meaningfully interact with one another, I 
also critique what such a compartmentalized experience within a cultural organization – one that 
seems to meticulously determine the appropriate time, place, and manner for expressing a 
Filipino/American identity – symbolizes for the ways that diversity is valued within student 
organizational spaces and the university campus. While on the one hand, these organizations 
were established as counter-spaces on campus for under-represented students, many of their 
current actions reflect a new landscape of relative privileges that often establishes these 
organizations themselves as status quo-preserving institutions that members try to resist through 
their own counter-hegemonic means. Furthermore, these individualized tracks of involvement 
are a microcosm for the slippery slope of neoliberal public education. While the individual’s 
needs and concerns should be vital to their educational experience, placing too much emphasis 
on these micro-level needs can entirely supplant any considerations of collective or public good, 
thus shifting public education toward increasingly privatized outcomes. 
Welcome Back: Methods of Recruitment 
The beginning of each Fall term serves as a time for student organizations to recruit new 
members and remind returning students to remain in the organization. On the one hand, new 
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members need to be convinced, in some general sense, that membership in this organization will 
be worthwhile. On the other hand, to convince returning members that their commitment will 
continue to be worth their while, the organization must present a balance of old and new; 
returning members want to know that the things they have previously enjoyed from the 
organization will remain, but also want to know how their experience will be modified in such a 
way to keep their participation fresh and exciting rather than providing redundant, diminishing 
returns. These two objectives of recruitment and retention are thus inherently linked to one 
another. New members, especially first-year students, are offered pathways to meet new people 
who can serve as friends and mentors to aide them in adjusting to their new college environment. 
Returning members are conversely offered pathways to both formal and informal leadership 
opportunities; a chance to pay it forward for a new generation as their previous elders did for 
them as new members. But these processes of transitions and matriculations are not always linear 
or whole-heartedly embraced by membership. This section illustrates the tensions between 
tradition and innovation amongst student organizations, strongly influenced by cultural norms 
from throughout the higher education experience that determine how organizations should 
market themselves when their prospective member base it at its peak interest.  
 Being Unique (Just Like Everybody Else): The Aesthetics and Logistics of 
Recruitment. Central University operates on a semester schedule, and therefore Bayanihan’s 
member recruitment begins in late August with CU’s annual “Quad Day” on the Sunday before 
Fall semester classes begin. Quad Day features hundreds of student organizations on the 
campus’s central quadrangle, lining all horizontal, vertical, and diagonal pathways on both sides 
with booths containing sign-up sheets, flyers, and giveaways. Kaibigan, which operates on 
Western University’s quarter schedule, typically sets up a booth on WU’s “Ring Road,” the 
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pathway that encircles the entire campus. Initial recruitment takes place throughout the first week 
of classes in late September (instruction begins on Thursday of this week), also known as 
“Welcome Week.” Although Ring Road accesses nearly the entirety of the academic buildings 
on campus, there are more high traffic areas than others that, much like CU’s Quad Day, feature 
numerous organizations in tight spaces vying for exposure. The main purpose of Bayanihan’s 
Quad Day and Kaibigan’s Welcome Week efforts is to attract students to the organizations’ year-
opening events, and thus plant the seeds of continued interest for members both new and 
returning. Both organizations explicitly target a Filipino/American demographic through 
multiple aesthetic elements of their respective booths and marketing materials. The Philippine 
flag is a seemingly universal design element on flyers, posters, and banners (particularly the sun 
from the flag), and board members dressing in traditional Filipino wardrobes or cultural dance 
costumes while distributing these materials is also a common practice. In particular, bamboo 
poles, which are used in multiple aspects of Philippine culture, such as architecture, dance, and 
decoration, are commonly used aesthetic tools. Organizations have used bamboo as makeshift 
flagpoles for the Philippine flag or other banners, props in traditional Filipino dances that are 
performed in front of the booth, or simply as extended decorations to differentiate the 
organization’s booth literally and figuratively above and beyond the mass of other student 
organizations who are tabling alongside them. All in all, the marketing of a Filipino American 
student organization is rooted in catching the eye of potential members through symbols that are 
widely recognized as being distinctly Filipino. However, the actual content of the programs that 
Bayanihan and Kaibigan create to begin their academic year is much more focused on the 
organizational traditions of Filipino Americans in these specific campus communities, rather 
than any unique cultural aspects of the Philippines itself. 
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Subjects’ recollections of attending beginning-of-the-year events as new members, 
attending them as returning members, and/or planning and facilitating them as organizational 
leaders, depict conditions in which these organizations are in search of constant balance between 
their past, present, and future legacies. The ways that Filipino/American culture is portrayed (or 
not portrayed) in Bayanihan and Kaibigan’s initial pitches of their plans for the upcoming 
academic year are notable embodiments of how these students theorize and act upon plans to 
market themselves to the widest audience possible as an organization of and for Filipino 
American students. Much like life in general, first impressions are incredibly important, and the 
first impressions that Bayanihan and Kaibigan portray to the larger student bodies counter-
intuitively place Filipino/American culture on the backburner in lieu of a more color-blind image 
of these organizations as objectively desirable social groups. Moving forward, I illustrate how 
this initial shift toward color-blindness reflects larger philosophies about how, when, and why 
topics of race, ethnicity, and culture are deemed as appropriate within a higher education 
environment.  
 Bayanihan’s Ice Cream Social. Bayanihan’s first public event for the academic year is 
their annual ice cream social, which takes place during the first week of classes at the 
university’s alma mater statue. This venue is beneficial logistically in that it is a central location 
on campus where many students can casually discover the event, even if is not their original 
intention to attend. “Initially, on Quad Day, I kind of stayed away from Bayanihan. Ice cream 
social, I didn’t even know it was happening. But I saw this big Philippine flag flying over the 
alma mater. So I got off the bus and went,” recalls Andrea, a junior who has held two board 
positions in Bayanihan. The symbolic nature of flying the Philippine flag at the alma mater statue 
– a figure that is recognized by a century’s worth of CU alumni and used in marketing for the 
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university throughout the world, is also a very poignant statement made by Bayanihan at their 
first event of the year. The ice cream social simultaneously announces the presence of Bayanihan 
for its target constituency as well as the entire university community.  
 CU subjects generally spoke very fondly of their first ice cream social experience. Eric, a 
senior at the time of our interview, recalled: 
I think the final push that really made me go for Bayanihan was that everyone in my new 
class during ice cream social was very open and very welcoming. I think that’s one of the 
first steps of many of being able to establish those long-lasting friendships. 
Conversely, others also caution that being unable to attend ice cream social may have an 
adverse effect on one’s ability to join the organization. “You really have to go to the ice cream 
social to get into the community,” says Raymond. “If you don’t hear about those early events, I 
think it’s very difficult to get into this scene.” Eric and Raymond’s reflections on the ice cream 
social demonstrate that pathways into a Filipino American cultural organization are significantly 
determined by initial social connections that are made between peers. Furthermore, the shared 
experiences between new members create an inner circle of camaraderie that is difficult to 
penetrate later in the year, when the organization’s collective efforts are not as actively fixated 
on recruitment. 
Although throughout Quad Day, Bayanihan represents itself through a multitude of 
Filipino cultural markers, Filipino/American culture is not central to the actual interpersonal 
recruitment of new members. “If you go to ice cream social, those few events that happen early 
in the year, we don’t focus on a Filipino, Bayanihan kind of thing,” stated Jasmine, a former 
board member. “We just focus on, this group of people, come join us.” Sharon, another former 
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board member, referred to a standardized formula of beginning-of-the-year events amongst 
Asian and Asian American student organizations: 
…events are pretty common, especially the initial ones. It’s more so a getting to know 
you kind of thing. They’re all pretty similar. They [other Asian/American student 
organizations] have ice cream socials, they have dinners. It’s not necessarily a Filipino 
thing to do to have ice cream. It’s kind of minimum. 
The organizational logic of Bayanihan’s recruitment thus reflects the idea that in order 
for the group’s more explicit pursuits of Filipino/American culture to be successful, members 
must have a direct, personal connection to one another in order to form a solid foundation for 
everything to come. Members’ recollections of how and why they joined Bayanihan illustrate 
that these bonds between its members, at least initially, are not explicitly rooted in one’s desire to 
teach and learn more about the Filipino/American culture, but rather in the general desire of 
young adults who have moved away to college to find any sort of community that they can 
belong to. Stating that using ice cream as a recruitment tool is a “minimum” and not necessarily 
a “Filipino thing” thus implies that more direct references to Filipino/American culture add a 
different type of value to the organization, one that is not entirely appropriate (whether 
logistically or socially) for the beginning of the year when members are just trying to get to 
know each other. In this sense, Sharon’s reference to a “minimum” can also be interpreted as a 
lowest common denominator of shared interests. To discuss more direct cultural matters, even if 
it were to refer to the reasons why many members of Bayanihan are looking for a community 
within this institution, would not be fitting for an event this early in the school year, when 
Bayanihan leadership is unaware of the interests and knowledge base of prospective new 
members. This disjointed trajectory of using explicit Filipino cultural markers to theoretically 
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recruit members to come to their initial events, but then practically portraying a more 
“minimum,” or “not necessarily a Filipino thing,” attitude at these actual events, is also portrayed 
in Kaibigan’s initial recruitment efforts at Western University. 
 Kaibigan’s First General Meeting. Kaibigan’s Fall Quarter begins with their first 
general meeting, colloquially referred to as “First Gen.” First Gen takes place the night before 
classes start, in one of the largest lecture halls on campus. On paper, First Gen is a fairly standard 
meeting by Kaibigan’s organizational template: a series of vignettes explain the multiple aspects 
of Kaibigan and upcoming events through highlight videos, ice breaker activities, and skits acted 
out by board members. Many other general meetings throughout the year follow this same 
formula, albeit on a smaller scale. However, what actually happens at First Gen is a social 
phenomenon that is widely known amongst Filipino American students throughout Western 
University and beyond. The attendance for First Gen is typically between 300-400 people, 
oftentimes leaving many students lining the aisles and rear of the room. While WU has over 
1,500 Filipino American students, such a large attendance at one general meeting is atypical for 
the rest of the academic year for multiple reasons. First, objectively speaking, before classes 
start, students have the most free time and are therefore most likely to attend extra-curricular 
events. Further to that point, the novelty of a new school year simply gives students extra 
motivation to look for ways to reunite with old friends or attempt to meet new ones. Second, it is 
tradition for Filipino American college student organizations throughout Southern California to 
send representatives to one another’s First Gens to show support and for board members to 
network. Third, Kaibigan’s world-renowned hip hop dance team performs at the conclusion of 
the meeting, thus attracting a more casual audience that has little to no interest in the Kaibigan 
organization on the whole. Lastly, First Gen always attracts a significant group of 15-20 alumni, 
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most of whom attend the event intoxicated as part of a long-standing Kaibigan tradition. The 
confluence of these factors results in an event that is more of a back-to-school party thrown 
under the guise of an organizational meeting in a university lecture hall.  
Contrary to Bayanihan’s ice cream social, cherished memories of First Gen are few and 
far between amongst the Kaibigan subject pool, who were primarily drawn from the leadership 
of the organization. Jerome, who was President of Kaibigan at the time of our interview, 
recalled, “I hated First Gen my first year. This alumni [sic] next to me was screaming their lungs 
out, people are running up and down the aisles, it was too rowdy.” Even as a fifth-year student 
who knows more about the context of First Gen and the traditions and expectations surrounding 
it, Jerome feels that this atmosphere has detrimental effects on the organization’s ability to 
recruit new members and develop a positive reputation within the community: 
I feel like that’s also why people perceive us as super crazy. Once they see our First Gen, 
they’re like, they don’t know how to tame their members. It’s a crazy party at the 
beginning of the year and they scare all these freshmen away. I was one of those 
freshmen who was scared. 
Jerome’s recollection of First Gen illustrates the perception commonly held amongst 
Kaibigan leadership that not only does this meeting attract many one-time attendees, but the 
behavior of these attendees also turns a significant number of potential Kaibigan members away 
from participation. Jose, a first-time board member, emphasized the detrimental uniqueness of 
Kaibigan’s First Gen by comparing it to another organization’s version of the same event: 
I went to UC Riverside’s First Gen, and they’re more organized than we are- not to bag 
on our club… they’re [UC Riverside] more interactive and whatnot. Our First Gen is 
usually just hectic, the alumni all rage and stuff… It’s fun to see the alumni come back, 
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but we need more crowd control. UC Riverside has more crowd control, interaction, fun 
and games. That was the first impression I got from them. 
 In speaking to alumni about the history of Kaibigan as well as reflecting on my own 
experiences, this rambunctious environment of First Gen has existed at the very least throughout 
the 2000’s. As I entered WU as an undergraduate in the early 2000’s, the mentality surrounding 
First Gen was the same. The morning before First Gen my freshman year, Kaibigan board 
members were already issuing disclaimers for freshmen to not be scared or intimidated by what 
they were about to see that night at First Gen. That evening, I was escorted into First Gen with a 
group of other first-year students; one board member led the way, trying to assure us up until the 
last second before we entered not to be scared. In the present, Mae, who has held two board 
positions within the organization, reflects these same philosophies of fear and uncertainty around 
First Gen: 
People shouldn’t judge Kaibigan by what they see when they go to First Gen because the 
meetings are sometimes crazy. I think they really need to get themselves involved in 
order to know what Kaibigan is. They can’t just say they went to one meeting and, 
“Kaibigan’s too much for me.” 
Jerome, Jose, Mae, and their peers who served alongside them on Kaibigan’s board 
shared the same attitude toward First Gen as previous cohorts of Kaibigan leaders from 
throughout the 2000’s: damage control. Even though they were the leaders of Kaibigan and 
theoretically had the power to run the event however they wanted, they had completely resigned 
to the fact that large, uncontrollable crowds and belligerent outbursts were going to be a part of 
this event. As Jerome stated, “it’s not frowned upon. I don’t like it, but I can’t say it’s frowned 
upon because everybody does it. It’s kind of the things you have to work with.” Rather than 
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attempting to change the entire culture of a Kaibigan tradition, the organization’s leaders instead 
focused their efforts on reinforcing the idea that First Gen was atypical of the complete and 
authentic Kaibigan experience – an anomaly that was, by design, devoid of any substantive 
cultural content from the campus’s largest cultural organization.  
 Missions and Methods. Through the eyes of a first-time attendee such as a new college 
student, Bayanihan’s ice cream social and Kaibigan’s First Gen are polar opposites. On the one 
hand exists a casual, informal, outdoor event that many new and returning members alike look 
forward to each year, yet something that was described by a board member as the “minimum” in 
terms of programmatic content. On the other hand, exists an event that is more like a staged 
production of sensory overload; something that is seen as a necessary evil by those planning it, 
and an unstructured, de facto house party for those who attend – many of whom are complicit 
and some who even take pride in actively creating such an environment. But both events can 
have their fair share of successes and room for improvement in their overall purpose of recruiting 
and retaining members, depending on any particular individual’s personality and expectations. 
For example, although she took an unplanned detour off the bus to attend the ice cream social, 
Andrea also added, “everyone seemed to know each other, and even when I would try to talk to 
them they kind of kept to themselves, so I was kind of like, I don’t think I can already get into 
this close-knit circle. So I stopped going [to Bayanihan events].” Conversely, Mae, who was a 
strong advocate for not judging the book of Kaibigan by its potentially intimidating First Gen 
cover, revealed that the over-the-top meeting actually piqued her interest in the organization. “It 
was crazy, to say the least… I was like, what is going on? [laughs] But for some reason I wasn’t 
really scared,” she recalled. “I kind of felt hyped after a while. I was actually really excited about 
Kaibigan.” 
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 Beyond the experience of attending these singular events, the planning, execution, and 
perpetuation of the events that Bayanihan and Kaibigan put on at the beginning of every school 
year share multiple similarities. Both organizations promote themselves through marketing 
avenues that are widely established throughout their respective campus communities: CU’s Quad 
Day and WU’s Welcome Week. The location and duration of publicity, as well as the type of 
events these organizations host, are done in ways that portray Filipino American students as an 
engrained aspect of the campus culture. Bayanihan starts on Quad Day, along with nearly 1,000 
other registered student organizations, and culminates with an ice cream social, a recognized 
staple of the beginning-of-the-year events for student organizations, particularly within the 
Asian/American community. Kaibigan promotes themselves throughout WU’s Welcome Week, 
leading up to their First Gen, a tradition that is recognized not only throughout the WU campus, 
but amongst their peers at other institutions as well. Related to the point of peer recognition 
beyond the campus, both organizations present similar aesthetics in their publicity and marketing 
materials – Filipino cultural artifacts, catch phrases, and pop culture references – as a means to 
actively portray themselves as part of a larger Filipino/American culture and community that is 
broadly recognizable. By doing so, students mark themselves as a group that has an active 
mission to promote Filipino culture, as opposed to a group of students in one social circle who 
are coincidentally predominantly of Filipino descent. Yet, upon their initial, formalized 
interactions with the student body, both organizations present an environment where discussions 
on race, ethnicity, and culture are seemingly absent. Subjects are certainly aware that as a result 
of how they portray themselves in their initial events of the school year, they are subject to 
criticism from their peers that their organizations are inherently devoid of any significance to 
Filipino/American culture. But these criticisms are often responded to with an equally common, 
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pragmatic rebuttal – that these organizations are so big, and students are incredibly overwhelmed 
with so much information at the beginning of each school year, that it is impossible to 
completely ascertain the whole scope and magnitude of these organizations through one event. 
Only so much can be done at one time. 
The conscious decision to exclude various aspects of Filipino/American cultures in their 
initial events reflects a confidence on the part of both organizations that they will be able to 
incorporate these cultural aspects at a later time, with a wider audience whose trust they have 
earned, as opposed to chasing people away early on who do not have the proper context of the 
organization’s cultural programming or the individuals within it. Therefore, the ways that 
Bayanihan and Kaibigan build upon the foundation established as their school year begins sheds 
light on how they work within what they perceive to be the acceptable contours of the Filipino 
American student identity on their respective campuses.  
 Soft Reset: Kaibigan’s Second First Gen. For Kaibigan, two conditions that fuel their 
confidence in long-term retention of members is their 10-week quarter system and the 
distribution of their landmark annual events throughout the academic year calendar. In addition 
to the organization’s long-standing tradition to host multiple weekly events (Bayanihan only 
hosts monthly general meetings and intermittent weekly events), the structural differences in the 
academic calendars of Central and Western Universities place Bayanihan and Kaibigan in 
different positions each January. For Bayanihan, January marks start of their second of two 16-
week semesters of the academic year, while for Kaibigan, it is the start of their second of three 
10-week quarters. As the new term begins, Bayanihan seeks to hit the ground running in 
preparation for two of their tent pole events, Filipino Culture Night and Battle of the Bamboo, 
both of which take place in February. Presumably, they have spent the entirety of Fall semester 
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recruiting students for these events and are now entering the home stretch. Kaibigan, however, 
utilizes the start of their Winter Quarter as a new beginning. After only 10 weeks together, the 
organization is still fairly new to the collective consciousness of its members and the entire WU 
student body. January thus provides an opportunity to continue recruiting members under the 
guise of the novelty of the beginning of a new academic term. While students may have missed 
some events if they did not join during the Fall Quarter, those who enter the organization in 
Winter Quarter still have multiple opportunities to become fully immersed in the fabric of 
Kaibigan. The possibility that new members can not only catch up to returning members, but 
also continue to experience new things together with the group moving forward, was prevalent 
throughout Kaibigan’s first general meeting of Winter Quarter. 
 The Winter Quarter first general meeting does not have any of the tradition of Fall 
Quarter’s First Gen. There are no long-standing traditions in the organization about the format of 
the meeting or the environment that it creates. Kaibigan’s 2016 Winter First Gen focused on 
informing members of the opportunities for involvement that lie ahead of them in the next two 
quarters. If 2015-16 was one’s first academic year in Kaibigan, regardless of whether Winter 
Quarter was their first quarter as a member or not, most of the information provided at Winter 
First Gen would still be new. Hence, many members could share in the experience of learning 
more about the organization regardless of if they had joined the previous quarter.  
 The theme of the Winter First Gen was “The Kaibigan Involvement Fair,” meaning that 
students were given the opportunity to learn about how to participate in the various aspects of 
Kaibigan in an environment similar to a university resource fair exhibiting job opportunities, 
academic majors, internships, etc. The meeting took place in the Cross-Cultural Center’s Dr. 
White Room, a multi-purpose room named for a WU Professor Emeritus, with a capacity of 
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almost 200. Over 100 students attended, with some first-time attendees and others clinging to 
their pre-established friend groups. When the meeting was called to order, the large group was 
arranged into two circles, with half of the attendees encircling the other half. Members were then 
prompted to make conversations with the person across from them – presumably someone new. 
After short conversations, the circles rotated to create a “speed dating” environment that allowed 
people to meet multiple new acquaintances. After 15 minutes of conversations, the meeting was 
then dispersed to the eight involvement fair stations surrounding the room. Throughout the 
meeting, groups would listen to the speaker(s) at each station, ask questions, and then rotate to 
the next station around the room. This exercise lasted for the remaining duration of the meeting. 
 The early portions of the Winter First Gen created the foundation for a meeting that was 
very closely geared toward recruiting and welcoming new members into the organization. Much 
like Welcome Week, Kaibigan Board members attempted to create a welcoming environment 
where students could establish interpersonal connections with one another, absent of any 
considerations of organizational programming; in other words, they were making friends without 
explicitly being told they were making friends. However, moving forward from that foundation, 
the ways that Kaibigan marketed itself as an organization to this new batch of members reflected 
a multitude of ideals about how the organization viewed and disseminated their role as Filipino 
American student leaders on the WU campus.  
The involvement fair was split up into 8 stations, and the topics of these stations were 
largely based on the structure of the organization’s board. Stations either stated that they were 
specifically about the duties of a board position itself, or they were facilitated by board members 
whose specific job description entailed leading one of the organization’s upcoming annual 
events. These stations were: Historian and Publicity committee, also known as “Histolicity”; 
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intramural sports; the annual semi-formal dance committee, headed by the Secretary; retreat 
committee, or the group that planned the organization’s quarterly destination trips, led by the 
Events Coordinator; the Kaibigan internship program, led by the President; Pilipino American 
Cultural Night (PACN), led by the PACN Coordinators; the “Knowing Ourselves More: Me 
Understanding New Issues Through You (KOMMUNITY)” educational workshop series, led by 
the External Vice President; and a hodgepodge station consisting of the Academics Coordinator, 
Alumni Liaison, and Coalition Liaison board members.   
 Although Kaibigan is a part of a multi-organizational alliance of other Filipino American 
student organizations on campus, the Kaibigan Involvement Fair presented an image of Kaibigan 
itself as the true model of a Filipino American umbrella organization –groups that seemed to be 
structurally separate but loosely ideologically connected under a common mission. Further 
depicting these perceptions of disconnection between various entities, presentations at each 
station varied in quality and quantity. Some presenters struggled to fill their allotted time, while 
others were scrambling to overload attendees with information up until the last second before 
their group had to rotate to the next station. Board members also had varying use of visual aids 
and presentation strategies. Some board members, for example, delegated most of their speaking 
roles to their interns or general members from their committees, in hopes to 1) develop 
leadership amongst a new cohort; and 2) make general members see the potential for 
involvement in the organization as more than just being an official board member. Amongst 
these testimonials at the various stations, whether they were being given by board members or 
general members, was a common thread that each of these various events or committees were 
great ways to learn and discover what Kaibigan was “all about.” This underlying idea that one 
singular entity (Kaibigan) could have so many different opportunities for leadership and 
   167 
involvement in seemingly mutually exclusive arenas of one larger collective is the essence of an 
umbrella model. These practical methods of incorporating such a large and diverse student 
population into Kaibigan via smaller avenues of involvement are a direct result of the structural 
circumstances that this organization is placed within the confines of their university – namely, 
the organization’s ability to make a second first impression with ample time remaining in the 
school year, as well as the ability to utilize resources on campus like the Cross and lecture halls 
to be able to host such a large constituency under one roof. 
 Ultimately, this labor of marketing and producing a particular experience within a 
cultural organization runs the risk of devolving into a process of reproducing labor for the sole 
sake of upholding tradition. Students were solicited to get involved in various aspects of 
Kaibigan that potentially piqued their interest, but in the interest of time (both the individual time 
given to each station to present and the date of the meeting relative to the events being planned), 
there was little discussion about how each of the separate tables or elements of Kaibigan worked 
together to make any sort of collective statement or pursue a broader mission about 
Filipino/American culture. This is a theme that I will continue to discuss at length throughout the 
following chapter: the emphasis on labor and individual commitments over collective 
involvement and culturally-based outcomes. This disconnect between the two was very apparent 
in Kaibigan’s board meeting that followed three days after Winter First Gen. While discussing 
ways that the meeting could have been improved, board members’ critiques often centered 
around the board positions in charge of the stations themselves, rather than the actual event or 
committee at each station. One board member commented that “members still don’t know what 
the Secretary does,” placing primacy on the organization’s ability to disseminate information 
about its own delegation of labor rather than making direct reference to attendees’ retained 
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knowledge about the events and leadership opportunities that were discussed at that station. 
Another board member made a comment that she was asked how to “rush” Kaibigan, similar to 
Greek letter organizations where groups have strict criteria for membership, and students often 
choose one organization to join amongst a list of potential suitors. This inquiry was met with a 
mix of outrage and humor. Although unique amongst the crowd of over 100 attendees, a 
comment such as this is incredibly notable in that it exemplifies the ways that excessive 
marketing of an organization through an involvement fair runs the risk of being interpreted as 
pandering or pitching an organization rather than attempting to display diverse avenues of 
participation or establishing genuine interpersonal interactions amongst members of a 
community.  
 The Kaibigan Winter First Gen illustrated how the organization attempted to capitalize on 
its university’s academic calendar in order to make a vital second first impression on its 
constituency. Much like it did during Fall Quarter, Kaibigan marketed itself to students through 
methods that were immediately recognizable in a higher education environment (a resource fair), 
and to a lesser extent, amongst Filipino Americans as a whole (e.g. its Pilipino American 
Cultural Night and other cultural programs). Yet in attempting to present itself as a credible 
aspect of campus life, what was partially lost were the unique elements of the Kaibigan 
environment and Filipino/American culture that bolster diverse campus experiences. When 
Kaibigan becomes presented as a means to acquire leadership opportunities and make friends 
first and foremost, the substantive elements of the Filipino American culture become placed on 
the backburner, often never to be retrieved again. This delicate balance between creating 
environments that can be recognized as legitimate avenues of extra-curricular involvement, while 
simultaneously trying to bolster the Filipino American experience that is constantly de-
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legitimized in multiple aspects of higher education, symbolizes the underlying struggles of 
student of color organizations in the neoliberal era. On the one hand, they must illustrate that 
they have a tangible utility, similar to other organizations that are perceived as legitimate means 
of involvement within the university culture. This is where notions of social networking and 
professional development are brought into the fold, absent of explicit ties to anything 
Filipino/American. But on the other hand, these color-blind means of marketing risk falling into 
another neoliberal paradox: if these organizations cater to neoliberal ideologies and reduce their 
experiences to quantitative outcomes in the same way that non-racially marked spaces do, then 
what is their ultimate purpose? This paradox exemplifies the principles of neoliberal 
multiculturalism, which view racial and ethnic difference as a mere social category rather than 
linked to systemic differences that are both reciprocated from the outside world and reproduced 
within the campus community. Thus, marketing of these organizations often produces a lose-lose 
situation. If they do not appeal to neoliberal ideals, they will be viewed as illegitimate and 
unworthy of students’ commitment. Yet if they do appeal to these ideals, they risk obviating the 
conditions of their very existence as well.  
 One way that Filipino American student organizations seek to navigate this neoliberal 
paradox is through the establishment of “family” groups as sites of mentorship and friendship 
amongst their members. Although seemingly race-neutral, fictive kinships amongst Filipino 
American college students reflect long-standing uses of social networks by immigrant 
communities in lieu of an abject lack of institutional support (Espiritu, 2003). However, these 
families are also susceptible to reproducing the same neoliberal ideals of the university, only this 
time with the organization itself serving as the normative institution.  
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Families: Your Home Away from “Home Home” 
 Once the school year has begun and new members are initially introduced to these 
organizations, an immediate programmatic priority for both Bayanihan and Kaibigan is to group 
its members into family units. The objective of these families is for members to get to know one 
another on a more individual level, in hopes that these bonds will solidify the involvement of 
new and returning members alike. The naming of these family programs – Bayanihan’s Ate-
Kuya-Ading (AKA) program and Kaibigan’s Kasama1 Families – reflect the terminology of 
fictive kinships that is prevalent throughout the Filipino/American community. In Filipino 
culture, it is a common practice to address close family friends and community members by 
familial titles. Ate (older sister), kuya (older brother), ading (younger sibling), tito (uncle), and 
tita (aunt) are a few examples.2 Many Filipino American youth experience humorous epiphanies 
growing up when they learn that people whom they have addressed as family members their 
entire lives are actually of no blood relation (Ocampo, 2016). Due to the overall size of their 
respective organizations, AKA’s consist of 4-6 Bayanihan members whereas Kasama Families 
consist of 15-20 Kaibigan members. These contextual definitions of “small” between the two 
universities stand in stark contrast to one another. AKA’s and Kasama Families are strategically 
organized by board members to create a balance of older and younger students within the group. 
Other demographics such as hometown and field of study may also be used to facilitate more 
targeted mentorship. The underlying philosophy behind these family systems is that elder 
members – the ates and kuyas of the groups – will serve as mentors to younger members in 
regards to the organization as well as university life as a whole. Ideally, this process is mutually 
beneficial for individuals and the organization. New members are recruited into the organization, 
                                                
1 “kah-sah-mah.” Tagalog word for “together.”  
2 “ahh-teh,” “koo-yah,” “ahh-ding,” “tee-tow,” and “tee-tah” 
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inspired by the narratives of their elders who can put a face on the somewhat ambiguous nature 
of a new space. Returning members are held accountable to organization via their adings, who 
look to them for guidance, support, and even their mere physical presence at events, in turn 
providing ates and kuyas with a renewed sense of commitment to the organization and an equally 
fresh sense of fulfillment from it. 
 The significance of these family units within the landscape of their respective 
organizations is shaped by the overall history of the organization and the campus. The 
structuring of Bayanihan’s AKA’s and Kaibigan’s Kasama Families illustrate the shifting 
contexts of the institutional status quo within these organizations. While many members of both 
organizations view their family units as crucial to their recruitment and retention within the 
organization, their attachments to these families also come to be embraced as acts of resistance to 
the collective image of these organizations writ large. In this sense, the family units become the 
counter-spaces in a much more localized context, as opposed to the organizations themselves, 
which are seen by some as impersonal institutions that uphold a meaningless status quo. 
 Welcome to the Family: Unveiling and Understanding. AKA’s and Kasama Families 
are revealed in highly publicized and performative events that occur within the first few weeks of 
the school year. Up until the reveal, board members dedicate much of their efforts to signing 
students up to be part of the family system, and then organizing students into specific family 
units. AKA’s and Kasama Families differ in that Bayanihan’s AKA’s are generationally linear 
much like a biological family – adings eventually grow up into being ates or kuyas, at which 
point a new generation of adings is brought in to the AKA group under their tutelage. Eventually, 
people add “grand” and “great-grand” prefixes to ate, kuya, and ading titles as AKA’s grow and 
maintain contact over multiple years, sometimes including those who keep in touch as alumni. 
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Kaibigan’s Kasama Families, on the other hand, are created completely anew every year. The 
effects of annual turnover on Kasama Family membership in such a large organization are so 
hard to predict that it is logistically easier to wipe the slate clean each year. Both organizations 
dedicate a special event to the unveiling of AKA’s and Kasama Families. While there is no 
formal protocol for what ates and kuyas should do in either organization, it is common practice 
during the unveiling event for the elders to provide adings with care packages containing 
anything from food and welcome banners to clothing that prominently displays their family 
name. These public statements of belonging are designed to foster immediate enthusiasm in 
organizational involvement and ease any uncertainties that new students may have. “My kuya 
and ate, they made sure I didn’t feel awkward. They were really welcoming and really nice,” 
recalled Angelica about her first Kasama Family. “And that’s how I started to get to know people 
more, and that’s what made me want to come out more.” Angelica has held two board positions 
in Kaibigan, a prime example of the success of Kasama Families in fostering organizational 
involvement and encouraging the matriculation of young students into leadership positions. 
 Like Angelica, many subjects from both universities spoke very highly of the roles that 
family units played in their organizational involvement and holistic development throughout 
their time in college. Small gestures such as food, t-shirts, and companionship in general are 
extremely important for students, regardless of whether they are new or returning. Angelica, 
whose family lives almost 400 miles away from WU in Northern California, emphasized the 
importance of a Kaibigan Kasama Family in the absence of her biological one: 
The kuyas and ates are always really nice. If you need a ride, they’re willing to pick you 
up. Or maybe they can surprise you on your birthday because your family from NorCal 
   173 
[Northern California] won’t be there to do that for you. They are pretty much your family 
that you need because you don’t have your family with you. 
Angelica’s relationship with her various Kasama Families over the years illustrates the 
transitional phase that many college students go through as young adults. As they navigate their 
transitions into adulthood and the looming promise of the real world beyond academia, their 
dependence on their families (both biological and fictive) shifts as well. In the absence of 
biological parents in their campus communities, most of whom did not attend college in the 
United States themselves, AKA’s and Kasama Family members become vital resources of 
cultural capital that many young Filipino Americans lack as first-generation college students in 
predominantly White institutions. For emerging leaders within these organizations, their close 
elders also serve as hubs for institutional memory that can inform their aspirations for future 
leadership positions. Such mentorship speaks to the importance of thinking of diversity as the 
presence of both minds and bodies that cater toward various cultural interests. Under neoliberal 
ideals of diversity as the sum of social characteristics such as race, ethnicity, gender, or 
socioeconomic status, the qualitative aspects of diverse worldviews are often ignored. In the case 
of Central and Western Universities, it is not merely enough to have faculty and staff members 
who check off various demographics put in contact with students. Universities must also ensure 
that their demographically diverse faculty and staff are knowledgeable about various higher 
education experiences that their student populations encounter on an everyday basis. Without 
such representation in professional and administrative ranks, students will continue to bear the 
burden of mentorship and creating diverse learning outcomes for one another rather than being 
able to obtain such resources from their university directly. 
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Family Obligations. Espiritu’s (2003) research on Filipino American community 
organizations as “homes” explores not only the ways that fictive kinships are formed and valued 
out of necessity, but also “[calls] attention to the gap between the realities and the idealization of 
‘home’” (p. 41). She notes that homes are not exempt from power structures and 
disenfranchisement that plague people on the margins throughout their life experiences. 
Throughout subject interviews with students from both Central and Western Universities, 
conversations about their family units focused on a sense of belonging and establishment of a 
social group that they could identify with as college students looking for a home away from 
home. Furthermore, for some students, sustained relationships with these families depicted 
AKA’s and Kasama Families as safe havens from the larger organizations of Bayanihan and 
Kaibigan. Rather than looking to these Filipino American cultural organizations in and of 
themselves as safe, counter-spaces to express themselves within their institutions, members 
instead began to look toward their family units as areas of respite from the rest of the 
organization. 
Throughout our interview, Leo, a graduating senior and former board member who joined 
Bayanihan his first year at CU, spoke about his growing disillusionment with the group as the 
years went on. However, he spoke of the AKA program as part of an unwavering responsibility 
to others that he could not abandon: 
I think the AKA program was the most influential for me. Bayanihan is a great group, 
honestly. But it’s not a group to stay in... I come back to Bayanihan just for my adings. If 
one of my adings comes to an event, I’ll feel guilty and I’ll go. Just being able to give 
back to that program and being responsible and accountable for other people in your life, 
that really fulfills the mission of Bayanihan. 
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Even for students who feel jaded or burned out by their organizations, their families are 
still a vital aspect of their college experience that they return to, oftentimes exclusive of the 
organization itself. Subjects from both universities provided a litany of narratives about members 
of their AKA’s or Kasama Families providing them with academic, professional, economic, and 
cultural support. AC, a former board member of Bayanihan, touched upon the interweaving of 
many of these discoveries: 
My ate, she was a great influence on me and finding myself as a person- finding my 
identity. I feel we both had a similar sense of cynicism- we were very critical of things. 
My ate showed me that being Filipino is not about being a stereotype. She was very up to 
date about Filipino issues, and I was just so inspired- so in awe of how much she knew. 
Although designed to facilitate recruitment and retention of membership in their 
respective organizations, for some members, their involvement in Bayanihan and Kaibigan starts 
and stops with their family group. Many subjects described long-lasting relationships with their 
fictive family members that went beyond their commitments to the organizations themselves, 
which students would phase out of due to disagreements with leadership, shifting priorities 
toward professional goals, or a subjective loss of interest in the organization. Such disagreements 
are inevitable within a college environment, where organizations’ target constituency is a large 
and diverse pool of students with differing and sometimes conflicting interests as young adults. 
Furthermore, the student body pool respawns every year as old students graduate and new 
students are admitted, creating new circumstances that individuals and organizations are forced 
to work through. The end result is an a la carte experience of Filipino American culture that does 
not fully encapsulate the holistic aspects of Filipino American identities. The ability to pick and 
choose one’s own narrowly tailored experience is a microcosm for neoliberal higher education as 
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a whole, where public education is becoming increasingly privatized based on students’ desires 
to invest financial and human resources into their own personal outcomes, rather than being 
directed toward collective investments for the public good. 
Bayanihan subjects often maintained close relationships amongst their original AKA’s 
long after their first ates and kuyas graduated and they grew up to become ates and kuyas with 
adings of their own. Similarly, Kaibigan members predominantly spoke of their first Kasama 
Family as one of their most influential gateways into Kaibigan; for better or worse, as they got 
older, all subjects either wanted to replicate or remedy their experience with their first family 
unit. The annual turnover amongst Kasama Families means that one person could have almost 
100 family members over the course of four years in college. As a result, they may maintain 
select relationships amongst a few family members from each year, or altogether lose touch with 
an entire year’s Kasama Family. This additional layer of selective kinship amongst groups that 
are themselves intended to be smaller, more personable gateways into an organization of over 
300 members illustrates the structural constraints that define how Kaibigan pursues its mission of 
promoting Filipino/American community building. Since Bayanihan does not work under these 
same population demographics of their target constituency, they are able to plant longer-term 
seeds amongst their members that have produced successful narratives of mentorship and 
accountability throughout the organization, even amongst some of its most disenfranchised 
members. 
These organizations’ methods of recruitment and retention reflect a clear-cut physical and 
ideological trajectory for prospective members of their student groups. Initially, Filipino cultural 
markers are used to attract an interested audience, but not necessarily to seal their commitments 
to the organization. First meetings and social gatherings are, by design, more based in objective 
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social networking amongst peers, rather than explicitly mentioning the purpose of these 
organizations as valuable networks for under-represented Filipino American students. After 
initial interest is generated, AKA’s and Kasama Families have proven to be extremely successful 
in recruiting and retaining students into Bayanihan and Kaibigan on an annual basis. These 
fictive kinships are more directly portrayed as being rooted in traditional Filipino cultural values 
of community building. However, a closer analysis of the dynamics between ates, kuyas, and 
adings in these family groupings also reveals microcosms for the potentially segmented 
experience that members of these Filipino American student organizations may encounter as part 
of the neoliberal university. For most, membership in their respective Filipino American student 
organization is not a perpetual commitment to Filipino American culture. Rather, it is measured 
through benchmark outcomes that occur at specific points throughout the school year, in much 
the same manner that their academic trajectory is measured through milestones such as 
midterms, finals, matriculation, and graduation. So rather than experiencing culture as an all-
encompassing, omnipresent phenomenon in their lives, the Filipino American student identity 
becomes processed in segments that, despite the large amounts of human and financial resources 
that are invested into annual, tent pole events, are nonetheless reflective of the codified 
neoliberal ideals of diversity.  
Conclusion   
The initial establishment of Filipino American student organizations was rooted in the 
inability of the university to provide meaningful resources and opportunities for its students, 
particularly in the post-Civil Rights decades of the 1960’s-1970’s. However, as the policies of 
public education institutions and public opinions regarding race and ethnicity have shifted in the 
neoliberal era (1980’s-present), student-of-color organizations have struggled to re-affirm their 
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collective and individual identities. This has been a particularly unique challenge for Asian 
American organizations, many of which have ballooned in size to unprecedented membership 
numbers and struggled to maintain a united front amongst a burgeoning constituency. Bayanihan 
and Kaibigan are no exceptions to these physical and intellectual growths. The conflicting 
interests and worldviews that have been established within their ranks have created a new system 
where these organizations are themselves the hegemonic institutions – the flag bearers looked 
upon by the larger campus community to represent a certain identity and culture. In response, 
family units have emerged for many students as the new counter-spaces that resist the larger 
identity of these organizations. I must also emphasize that this action in and of itself does not 
make members of either organization who favor their family units over the entire group 
inherently more radical. However, the nuanced system of experiencing Bayanihan and Kaibigan 
that has emerged in this modern era is an example of the system of incorporation and re-
articulation that diverted the political leanings of people of color post-Civil Rights Era (Omi & 
Winant, 2015). The inability for student-of-color organizations to maintain a united front has 
diverted attention away from the structural constraints that necessitate these counter-spaces and 
instead has turned attention inward toward individual differences that are deemed inherently 
incongruent with one another, thus reproducing the status quo of Filipino American 
disillusionment with the institutions that are designed to serve them.  
Race, ethnicity, and culture are thus designated to belong to certain physical and 
ontological spaces on campus, and further cemented into these positions under the guise of 
preserving history and traditions for Filipino American students. The practice of publicizing and 
marketing their organizations to new students is focused on illustrating that these organizations 
are engrained within the culture of their campuses; that they, like everyone else, are able to do 
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not only the same things, but also strive to do these things in a bigger and better fashion. 
However, these struggles for Filipino American students to gain legitimacy within their campus 
environments often come at the expense of the Filipino American identity that makes them 
unique and theoretically contributes to a diverse learning environment in the first place, thus 
perpetuating the image of a “one size fits all” diversity that pursues tradition for tradition’s sake 
rather than a radical change in campus traditions that have historically excluded students of 
color.
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CHAPTER 6 
WAVING THE FLAG: LANDMARK ANNUAL EVENTS 
 
Introduction 
Once a foundation is established to recruit and retain members, both organizations hold 
events on a weekly basis throughout the school year. However, Bayanihan and Kaibigan each 
work toward one landmark annual event that stands out above the rest. Through these annual 
events, the organizations seek to expand their influence to a wider participant base, both within 
the club and outside of it. These events are marketed to students within these organizations’ 
target demographics, as well as the entire university community, as the most valuable and 
productive celebrations of Filipino/American culture that these organizations have to offer, 
providing a tangible embodiment of somewhat abstract mission statements. The annual legacies 
of these events also become marketing systems unto themselves, lending the organization 
credibility as a sustainable aspect of student life on campus. These events host hundreds of 
guests, with some in the thousands, and therefore come at a significant expense of financial and 
human capital by the student leaders who are tasked with organizing these events down to the 
most minute detail, often over the course of multiple academic terms and vacations.  
The specific material conditions of Central and Western Universities have thus created a 
system of student organizing where most of students’ labor is directed toward preserving the 
status quo and accomplishing objective logistical tasks, rather than engaging in critical 
conversations about the praxis of student organizing and the subjective, evolving nuances of 
Filipino/American culture both in and out of higher education. Despite the geographical and 
cultural differences between CU and WU students, the members of the Filipino American 
student organizations on both campuses measure the impact of their organizations against 
neoliberal metrics of diversity in higher education; “culture” is measured in terms of returns on 
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investment – the amount of people who have attended relative to the finances spent, the overall 
allocation of university resources relative to the perceived target demographic of students for 
particular events, etc. In much the same way that diversity is measured throughout the university 
in terms of potentially significant yet ultimately structurally disconnected figures, such as student 
demographics or micro-level course offerings as opposed to long-term structural changes (e.g. 
sections of curricula versus entire courses, or adjunct versus tenure-track faculty), the cultural 
programming espoused by Filipino American student organizations becomes a series of a la carte 
offerings that satisfy superficial cravings for diversity but ultimately limit the holistic palate of 
the consumer from what it could potentially be.  
Through interviews, observations, and my own personal experience as a scholarly 
researcher of Filipino American issues in higher education and a participant in student-led 
events, this chapter chronicles the ways that Filipino/American culture and identity are portrayed 
by Filipino American students at the times when they feel that their audience – and conversely, 
they themselves – are most directly invested. Expanding on the critical work done by ethnic 
studies scholars, I not only examine the cultural merits of these performative portrayals of 
Filipino/American experiences, but also place direct emphasis on the role of higher education 
institutions in creating the historical and contemporary conditions that frame the acceptable 
contours of the Filipino American culture. Under the neoliberal frames of diversity that seek to 
legitimize anything “cultural” as belonging to a mythical historical memory, and more 
specifically for Asian Americans, a physically distant time and place, universities and the 
students within them often place emphasis on the Philippines itself as the repository of 
knowledge about all things relating to Filipino culture. In doing so, universities create a complete 
disservice to the unique aspects of Filipino American culture that are bred within local 
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environments such as college campuses and geographic regions, as well as the agency of college 
students to create and preserve this culture in the modern historical moment in spite of – and 
undoubtedly thanks to – all its contradictions and imperfections. 
When the Means Become the Ends: Equating Events with Identities 
Despite the similarities between the two organizations in terms of their large sociocultural 
aspirations for their programming, the academic and co-curricular structures of these universities 
contribute to stark differences between the ways that Bayanihan and Kaibigan plan and execute 
their individual programs, despite the seemingly equal intentions and structures of those 
programs. The outcomes of student groups’ largest annual programs are often used as evidence 
for organizations to evaluate their holistic status as an organization and overall cultural merits as 
Filipino American student organizations (i.e. the “good” versus “bad” years). A byproduct of this 
system of program design, execution, and implementation is that landmark annual events, once 
used as tangible embodiments of abstract pursuits of Filipino American culture, become equated 
with the Filipino American student identity in and of themselves. In other words, these programs 
are no longer seen as a means to an end, they instead become the ends; students no longer seek 
participation in these events solely as a means to explore culture, but rather they also embody 
unique ideals about community belonging and presence that are unique to higher education. To 
illustrate this point, I analyze the planning and execution of each organization’s largest annual 
event: Bayanihan’s “Filipino Americans Coming Together” (FACT) student conference and 
Kaibigan’s Pilipino American Cultural Night (PACN) performance. Through a close 
examination of these events, as well as a concurrent examination of their counterparts at the 
other campus (Bayanihan’s Filipino Culture Night and Kaibigan’s student conference), I argue 
that these events are not the abstract, malleable portrayals of Filipino culture that their open-
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ended titles and vague mission statements purport. Rather, they are narrowly tailored depictions 
of Filipino American student cultures that fulfill distinct needs for representation amongst these 
campus communities and their surrounding regions.  
  FACT: A Dream Classroom in Central University’s Reality. Bayanihan’s annual 
conference, entitled “Filipino Americans Coming Together,” or FACT, purports that since its 
inception in 1993, “[i]t has promoted self-awareness, leadership, and professionalism through 
cultural appreciation. By exploring topics in Filipino, Filipino-American, and Asian-American 
issues, we aim to uplift youth and engage action within the community” (Bayanihan at Central 
University, n.d.). The naming of these three specific target categories for the FACT conference – 
Filipino, Filipino-American, and Asian-American – are illustrative of the university’s racial and 
ethnic contexts that inform Bayanihan’s organizational philosophies. The inclusion of Asian 
Americans as a target demographic within the scope of FACT plays lip service to broader ideals 
of race and ethnicity. The Filipino American identity is always perceived to be in dialogue with 
the larger population of Asian America due to the presumed similarities between these groups. 
Furthermore, within a higher education environment, discussions about diversity are often so 
sensitive that mentioning any one specific non-majority group as a target demographic is 
inherently interpreted as excluding all others as a form of reverse discrimination. Thus, the tie-in 
of Asian Americans, despite the explicit naming of the conference as being for Filipino 
Americans, creates reassurances of the inclusivity of the event to the eyes and ears of outsiders. 
This is not to say that non-Filipino Asian American students do not attend the conference and 
find great value in it. As discussed in Chapter 4, there are many students in Bayanihan who are 
of other Asian American ethnicities. But overall, the creative and strategic naming as “Filipino 
Americans Coming Together,” combined with the espousal of this event as something that 
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relates to Filipino, Filipino American and Asian American issues, reflects the clash between 
individual, interpersonal, and institutional philosophies of race and ethnicity that students must 
consistently navigate.  
In November 2015, the 23rd annual FACT conference touted a theme of “Dare to Be,” 
which “focuse[d] around inspiring leaders to challenge themselves to have conviction in who 
they are, strive for their reality, and have the courage to inspire” (Bayanihan at Central 
University, 2015). FACT is one of the most recognizable annual events not only for Bayanihan, 
but for Filipino American student organizations throughout the Midwest. The 2015 FACT 
conference attracted over 1,200 students from more than 24 campuses, and had produced a 
similar scope and magnitude for the duration of all CU subjects’ tenures at the university. This 
widespread attendance is a product of the confluence of many factors. Simply put, on the whole, 
Midwest students are not accustomed to a high volume of both passive and explicit connections 
to Filipino cultures and communities, whether it be in the form of local community populations 
(which could include alumni networks, family, ethnic businesses, and cultural events), academic 
programs in interdisciplinary studies, student services centers for diverse populations, or the 
sheer number of Filipino American students both within one’s own campus and between local, 
peer institutions. As the host of FACT for over two decades, this conference exemplifies 
Bayanihan’s relative privileges and resources as Central University students. While far from 
ideal in its planning or execution, the FACT conference exemplifies the active role that the 
higher education system plays in determining how Filipino American identities are given value 
and meaning. Although Bayanihan members claim ownership of FACT as a testament to their 
successes as an organization, there are also multiple factors from both inside and outside of 
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Central University that structurally contribute to making FACT a unique and exceptional event 
for all student organizations involved. 
Many of the CU subjects described FACT as their first exposure to Bayanihan – the 
watershed event that cemented their pride in and commitment to the organization. Leo’s 
reflections on FACT describe the gateway that FACT provided for his involvement in the 
Filipino American community, as well as pride that Bayanihan members feel in the conference: 
I thought it [FACT] was a good way freshman year to be able to understand various 
social justice issues as well as being able to meet different individuals outside of your 
school. I also thought it was a good way to start thinking of how to work on a big project 
that your school is held accountable for once you start becoming an upperclassman. 
This statement about FACT as part of Bayanihan’s identity that it is held accountable for, 
exemplifies how the growth of FACT has spawned a culture that places this one event on a 
pedestal. Although a single program within the organization of Bayanihan, FACT itself is 
structured as if it were an independent entity, with a leadership committee of 2-3 conference 
coordinators elected by Bayanihan’s general membership and 8-9 subcommittee heads appointed 
by those conference coordinators. The FACT Coordinator elections take place in the early Spring 
semester, 4-6 weeks before the organization elects its President and other executive officers, thus 
showing the urgency to begin the planning process on a strict timeline. While there are some 
student leaders who hold positions on the boards of Bayanihan and FACT simultaneously, these 
two leadership entities inevitably draw prospective talent away from one another, highlighting 
potentially divergent interests between FACT and Bayanihan. As a result of this emphasis on 
FACT, Bayanihan members state their leadership positions in FACT (e.g. résumés, email 
signatures, public introductions, etc.), as separate extra-curricular involvements from Bayanihan 
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itself. It is as if to list FACT as merely something that is under the Bayanihan umbrella does not 
do justice to the amount of labor and pride that go into this event.  
Sharon, a senior majoring in Elementary Education, was one of the co-coordinators for 
FACT in 2015. She described the FACT environment as her “dream classroom,” which is what 
inspired her to want to become coordinator: 
It’d be like my dream classroom from an education standpoint- having you learn about 
something you want to learn about- not through a lecture, but through someone who’s 
been where you are; a fellow Filipino who’s sat in your seat. Someone who is right now 
in their career, learning about themselves, wanting you to learn about yourself. I guess 
that shared experience, that’s what FACT does with Bayanihan: helping advocate for 
learning about your culture and learning about yourself and what you can do. 
This description of a “dream classroom” paints a stark contrast to the reality that Sharon 
and her peers encounter in higher education as a whole – including Sharon’s own pursuit of her 
Elementary Education degree. Earlier in the interview, Sharon recounted her first class in the 
College of Education, where she was the only non-White student, and the mark that the 
experience left on her throughout her educational experience at CU: 
On my very first day of Education 101, everybody had a Panhellenic [sorority 
recruitment] white V-neck on, and I had a black shirt on. I sat in the middle, and 
everyone sat next to people. Yeah, it was the craziest feeling. That was the first time I 
was like, I feel judged. Because they’re all going towards the same path…  Now, I 
always find myself closer to the minorities in my classes. I end up sitting with the one 
Black or Asian in class every time it’s in an Education class. I don’t know why that 
naturally happens, too. I find more- more comfort in being not the only minority. 
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After internalizing the Whiteness of education from both the student and teacher training 
perspective, Sharon describes her ideal classroom as containing a Filipino/American at the 
center; she also describes two-way learning that occurs between teachers and students, who are 
concurrently learning about themselves and one another through their shared experiences. The 
distinction of these elements as part of a dream classroom implies that they are largely absent 
from Sharon’s educational experience. Her desire to bring this dream environment to fruition in a 
conference of over 1,200 students also indicates a belief that many of her peers feel the same 
way. As alumni of the No Child Left Behind generation of K-12 education, which placed 
primacy on test scores over holistic learning, and currently as students of the neoliberal era of 
higher education, which attempts to quantify diverse educational experiences and outcomes in a 
similar fashion at the expense of the public good, the opportunity for college students to finally 
feel like they are learning about relevant, practical information in the classroom from an 
instructor who cares for their learning and development is a much-welcomed breath of fresh air. 
Throughout the FACT environment, beyond the physical and intellectual space of the classroom, 
students from throughout the Midwest made statements about what an ideal classroom and 
campus would look like to them; not merely who would be there and what they would do 
together, but also expressing how these actions fit into and up against larger narratives of 
belonging in higher education. 
All in all, 24 universities’ Filipino American student organizations were represented at 
FACT: DePaul University, Illinois State University, Indiana University, Indiana University – 
Purdue University Indianapolis, Loyola University Chicago, Marquette University, Michigan 
State University, Northern Illinois University, Northwestern University, Ohio State University, 
Penn State University, Purdue University, Southern Illinois University, St. Cloud State 
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University, St. Louis University, University of Illinois at Chicago, University of Iowa, 
University of Michigan, University of Minnesota, University of Missouri, University of Toledo, 
University of Wisconsin, Wayne State University, and Central University itself. There were also 
multiple students from local community colleges, vocational schools, and high schools who 
attended as individuals. This group of delegates represented a wide variety of institutional types 
and educational contexts, yet what they shared is that they all came to CU to obtain something 
that their home campuses could not provide for them – a chance to be part of their own dream 
classrooms.  
The diverse offerings of FACT workshops represented the vision of the conference itself 
and Filipino/Asian American identities in general that conference coordinators wanted to impart 
on the delegates. Topics of workshops included, “Unearthing our Past: Materializing Early 20th 
Century Filipino American Heritage in Annapolis, Maryland,” “I Am My Identity – Art 
Expression,” “Filipino Hot Chocolate Bar,” “Marias of the Philippines: Finding True Love? Or 
Mail-Order Brides?” “LGBT Rights – Reclaim Your Representation,” “The Fire in Your Heart 
has a Name: Passion,” and “‘But Nanay… I Don’t Want to be a Nurse’: Dealing with Parental 
Pressures.” Collectively, these workshops addressed a spectrum of issues that related to higher 
education and life outside of college, developing personal and professional passions, and 
historical and contemporary issues affecting Filipinos on a national and international scale. 
Workshop facilitators were a diverse group of recent college graduates, graduate students, 
community organizers, and professionals, some of whom were presenting on topics related to 
their occupational fields and others who were merely presenting on passion projects or personal 
interests. The diverse heterogeneity and complexity of the Filipino/American identity was on full 
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display, creating not only a dream classroom, but a dream curriculum that placed 
Filipino/American issues at the center. 
Despite their best intentions to break the mold with the conference, the Bayanihan 
students, who largely plan and facilitate FACT without professional staff or faculty assistance, 
often replicated the same problematic structures of educational hierarchy and the 
commodification of diversity that they have internalized from their own schooling. Upon 
registration for FACT, delegates became part of the segmented and policed nature of the 
conference. Workshop attendance was assigned based on delegate preferences, room capacity 
(typically between 30-50), and timeliness of registration; for example, those who registered later 
were more likely to be placed where there was space as opposed to which workshops they 
preferred. After attending their assigned workshops, delegates received stamps that allowed for 
discounts off admission to the evening’s variety show. The variety show is the only part of the 
conference that charges an entry fee; the workshops themselves are subsidized by sponsors, both 
corporate and university-based. Conversely, attending an unassigned workshop, falling asleep, 
leaving early, showing up late, or not having one’s nametag, were all grounds for delegates to be 
denied workshop stamps or even entry to the conference altogether. FACT volunteers who were 
tasked with enforcing these attendance policies are even referred to internally as “bouncers.”  
This restrictive structure of conference attendance is viewed as a necessary evil that 
contributes to the greater good of many conference objectives. According to FACT conference 
leaders, policing workshop attendance regulates the crowd capacities in specific venues, 
particularly classrooms that are often strapped for space; being able to disperse delegates and 
increase head counts in as many different venues as possible justifies current and future funding 
for the conference – in other words, proving that all of the university and external resources 
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being poured into FACT are being utilized for their optimal use; lastly, the bouncer and stamping 
system attempts to deter delegates from focusing solely on the social and entertainment aspects 
of FACT by giving them an incentive to attend workshops and potentially learn something new. 
Much like Kaibigan’s attitude toward its First Gen, Bayanihan leadership is resigned to the 
notion that there are some aspects of their conference and its environment that it cannot control; 
some members only come to FACT for the social aspects of the conference that occur at the 
variety show and informal social gatherings that occur in bars and hotels throughout town during 
the conference weekend. Therefore, the organization can only hope that its members give the 
benefit of the doubt toward the conference’s complete experience. Yet in attempting to do so, 
Bayanihan also risks creating an environment that inherently links learning opportunities to 
quantitative outcomes at the expense of qualitative learning objectives. 
After a full day of attending workshops, the conference concluded at the evening’s 
variety show. The event took place in CU’s largest lecture hall, a venue with a 1,300-seat 
capacity. Although the prior night’s opening ceremony and that morning’s opening keynote 
speech were both designed as plenary gatherings on the agenda, the variety show is by far the 
most widely attended single event during FACT. To begin, the President of Bayanihan, Drew 
(also an individual interview subject of this study), delivered a welcome address that took the 
conference theme of “Dare to Be” and connected it with the relative privileges of being Filipino 
American. While prefacing his comments by stating that he did not want to be a “Debbie 
Downer,” Drew reminded delegates that many people around the world do not even have the 
“right to be” due to human rights violations and injustices. However, Filipino Americans have 
the freedom to live how they want to live, follow their dreams, and make their parents proud. 
Although brief, the rhetorical nuances of Drew’s speech revealed two very important aspects of 
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the Filipino American student culture. First, his reluctance to be a “Debbie Downer” illustrates a 
pervasive attitude around discussing issues of colonization, immigration, privilege, and identity – 
that they are unnecessarily saddening and unrelated to the pressing issues at hand – in this case, a 
variety show of entertainment. Even within a conference that hosted multiple workshops about 
the Filipino/American experience and social injustice, these topics were still treated as 
potentially uncomfortable amongst a mass gathering as opposed to the segmented nature of the 
day’s earlier workshops. Second, Drew’s connection between delegates’ individual dreams and 
those of their presumably immigrant parents illustrates the perpetual connection of second 
generation children to the immigrant histories of their parents. In this instance, parents were not 
mentioned in the same “Debbie Downer” sense where they are often used to quell the 
unsanctioned, unsupervised fun of youth. Rather, they were brought up to conjure a larger 
purpose for delegates to focus on beyond individual successes.   
Despite the potential for Drew’s remarks to spark numerous discussions about relative 
privilege, connections between colonial and immigrant histories of Filipino Americans to current 
global events, and the true purpose of a holistic college education, due to the nature of the variety 
show, his call to action was quickly overshadowed. After the requisite national anthems of the 
United States and the Philippines, variety show performances included Filipino cultural dances, 
spoken word, singing, and hip hop dance. The performers themselves were all delegates from the 
different organizations represented in the conference, thus making the show a more collaborative 
project. Yet this collaboration ultimately produced a disjointed message in the conference’s 
largest gathering of its attendees. Throughout the show’s format, the introductions of the various 
performances were incredibly inconsistent in terms of the cultural content being highlighted; the 
same went for the introductions performers themselves. For example, one Filipino cultural dance 
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was introduced simply as a performance by “FIA Cultural,” without an explanation of what 
campus the organization FIA was from (University of Illinois, Chicago), the name of the dance 
they were performing (Sakuting), or any of the cultural significance behind the dance. The 
absence of such educational information about the performances being brought to the stage thus 
implied that either it was assumed that such knowledge was already known by attendees, FACT 
organizers did not believe it fit within their format, or performers and FACT organizers simply 
did not know the information about the performances that they were bringing to the stage. These 
omissions of critical cultural elements reflect the practical effects of neoliberal multiculturalism 
in schooling. Rather than being embraced as an integral part of a holistic learning experience, 
superficial markers of a non-White, foreign culture are seen as substantive in their own right, 
rather than gateways to larger discussions about the cultures represented through these aesthetics.  
This inability or indecision to present educational moments during the largest gathering 
of the FACT conference sheds questions about what sort of oversight and advising takes place 
amongst Bayanihan itself as conference organizers, and how that may affect the overall 
experience of FACT for the very students who labor tirelessly to produce the event. When a CU 
student’s focus shifts from general member to organizational leader, their own professional and 
cultural development often falls by the wayside. Bayanihan’s accountability to re-create the 
FACT conference every year leads to shortcomings in the planning and execution of the event 
due to students focusing more on the labor of creating the conference than its actual content. 
Inevitably, a greater, collective sense of education and development is lost throughout this 
process for FACT delegates and leadership alike. Structurally, these burdens that are placed on 
FACT student leaders reflect neoliberal ideologies that assume students of color are naturally fit 
experts and ambassadors for their respective cultures and identities. While the merits of their 
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first-hand experiences are unquestionable, these experiences still cannot wholly supplant the 
expertise of staff and faculty who are trained professionals in the fields of student affairs, Asian 
American studies, or the multitude of subject fields represented in FACT’s workshops. While it 
is empowering for students to take control of their own educational experiences based on their 
self-determined needs and capabilities, their agency should not absolve their institutions from 
taking their own collective action to alleviate the onus from the shoulders of students who are 
already disadvantaged, underserved, and overworked. 
On display throughout the FACT conference are conscious decisions that were made 
about which variety show performers and workshop facilitators to pursue, and how to ultimately 
propose these guests as worthwhile expenditures to conference attendees and potential sponsors 
(university-based and corporate alike). There have been years where desired speakers and 
performers were not attained due to budgetary shortcomings, i.e. student resource funding 
applications denied and the inability to acquire private sponsorships. Thus, being able to procure 
necessary resources for FACT and many other diversity-based, student-led programs lies not 
only within the organizers’ ability to design an event within for their own peer group, but more 
importantly, within their ability to express the importance of the event to the gatekeepers in 
position of influence within their university. Within this system, the onus for creating a diverse 
campus climate again lies entirely within the hands of students from diverse populations 
themselves. On the one hand, students from under-represented and under-served populations 
represent worldviews that are not traditionally woven into the curriculum or holistic campus 
environment of predominantly White institutions, and are therefore rightfully sought after as 
viable sources of knowledge. But on the other hand, in order to enact programmatic change 
within their campus environments, these students are tasked with having to translate their 
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diverse, often non-normative worldviews into normative frames of neoliberal diversity. 
Furthermore, when those actions are not enough – and they often are not – students must also 
reach beyond the university to private resources (business and family donors) that will support 
their diversity efforts, thus taking another step toward the neoliberal privatization of public 
education that absolves the university of its obligations to deliver on its promises for diverse 
educational experiences to serve the greater good.  
As the 1,200 FACT delegates from 24 universities returned to their home campuses, the 
questions that are raised about FACT moving forward highlight the perennial tension of Filipino 
American students to exist in versus of the public university. Some of FACT’s logistical and 
pedagogical shortcomings could be well assessed and improved through increased institutional 
support for FACT, including cooperation across institutions. Inter-campus cooperation is feasible 
since many organizations who travel to FACT are able to do so via funding from their 
universities, meaning that other campuses outside of CU (most of them also public) have a 
vested interest in the outcome of the event. With more institutional support such as increased 
funding to pay workshop facilitators and performers (who are often not from the immediate area 
and must be flown from other parts of the country), or professional staff support to improve 
operations, FACT could foreseeably minimize the more superfluous portions of the conference 
that overshadow its true intent, such as corporate shilling and excessive policing of conference 
attendance. Certainly, the role of the CU Asian American Cultural Center as a resource that 
provides staff advising, facilitator networking, and physical facilities for FACT (and Bayanihan 
in general) cannot be discounted. But the behavior exhibited by students during FACT, as well as 
the general attitudes toward the event that permeate throughout the culture of Bayanihan year-
round, demonstrate the immense pride that Filipino American students hold in being able to 
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produce a space that is for them and by them in all its successes and faults. For these students, 
the process of creating FACT, both as a conference and a cultural cornerstone of the CU 
experience, is just as important, if not more so, than the product of the conference itself. Perhaps 
it is this collective statement that combines both self-determination and selflessness that is the 
actual essence of the Filipino American experience at FACT for CU students; an attempt to 
optimally use their relative privileges for a greater good rather than merely absorbing them for 
short-term, self-serving gains.  
While some of the conference activities may not have appeared to directly address 
Filipino American issues, the very existence of FACT as a counter-space within higher 
education, as a dream campus – not merely a classroom – that students from all over the Midwest 
anxiously looked forward to being a part of every year, exemplifies the continued history and 
significance of Filipino American student organizing. Embracing the agency to create social, 
educational, and cultural experiences within an environment where they are systemically 
excluded has been at the essence of the Filipino student experience at CU and college campuses 
nationwide for over a century. If the university was not willing or capable of providing relevant 
educational environments, students would organize the appropriate combination of campus and 
community resources to become the models for change they wanted to see. This was true for 
pensionados who formed student organizations in the early 1900’s, members of the TWLF who 
staged protests to campaign for ethnic studies curricula during the Civil Rights Era, and it rings 
true for FACT and other student organizations the modern era. Contextualizing FACT within 
these larger historical contexts does not absolve its participants or coordinators from their 
accountability to making a culturally diverse and enriching event. Like all other events, FACT 
certainly has plenty of room for progress. However, such progress cannot be adequately assessed 
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without a critical analysis of the foundation that Filipino American students are attempting to 
build from. In the case of FACT, its coordinators are not only assessing the landscape of the 
educational environment at their own university, but that of twenty-three other peer institutions 
throughout the Midwest. While such pursuits may result in a breadth, but not a depth, of Filipino 
American cultural knowledge being disseminated amongst a diverse pool of students, the hope is 
that these delegates are inspired to want to learn more and expect more from their own 
institutions; that the conference once again becomes the means and not the end itself.  
Western University’s Pilipino American Cultural Night: From Luau to Lexicon.  On 
June 2, 1980, Kaibigan held its first “Pilipino Cultural Awareness Night and Luau,” an evening 
of Filipino cultural dance performances and a dinner, both of which featured contributions by 
Kaibigan members and their families. This tradition eventually grew into a large, annual 
theatrical production known as the Pilipino Cultural Night, and was recently re-named as the 
Pilipino American Cultural Night at WU. The Pilipino Cultural Night, or PCN, is the most 
widely practiced and recognizable tradition for Filipino American college student organizations 
across the United States. Much like the term “Filipino Americans Coming Together,” if taken out 
of context, “Pilipino Cultural Night” is relatively ambiguous in nature. However, this term is 
given a specific meaning and significance within a college environment. From the 1970’s 
through the present day, the Pilipino Cultural Night has established itself not only as an 
aesthetically recognizable performance genre, but more importantly as a distinct sociocultural 
experience that has become part of the Filipino American lexicon in the 21st century. Whereas 
multiple Filipino American student programs promote academic, cultural, social, and political 
opportunities, it is PCN’s attempt to combine elements from all these arenas that has elevated it 
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to the status of one of the longest running and widely participated traditions in Filipino American 
history writ large. 
As a performance genre, the PCN is aesthetically identified by the combination of four 
performance components (Hernandez, 2010): first, traditional Filipino dance modeled after the 
five-suite repertoire created by Francisca Reyes Aquino in the 1920’s and brought to 
international acclaim by the Bayanihan Philippine Dance Company through a series of 
international tours and television appearances in the second half of the 20th century (Gonzalves, 
2009); second, music, in the form of rondalla and kulintang instrumental arrangements that 
accompany traditional dance, as well as choral, individual, or small group singers who perform 
in Tagalog or English; third, dramatic theater, most commonly through a single narrative arc that 
addresses Filipino/American experiences; and fourth, contemporary American dance, most 
notably hip hop, swing, cha cha, jazz, and other styles that have gained popularity amongst 
cohorts of Filipino American youth throughout history (Villegas, Kandi, & Labrador, 2013). 
While organizations will commonly hold events that feature one or two of these components 
throughout the year, such as talent shows or artistic workshops, PCN’s are recognized as a 
uniquely structured variety show where the audience can partake in all of these elements. Due to 
the immense scale of what happens behind the scenes, such as the amount of time, energy, and 
money invested, the use of professional production elements such as staging, lighting, and video 
equipment, and the publicity and marketing that occur throughout the campus community and 
beyond, the overall performance quality of PCN’s is typically of a much higher caliber than other 
events that are catered mostly for smaller crowds of students. It is not uncommon for PCN 
audiences to contain four generations of Filipino Americans, who travel to college campuses 
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from far and wide. For many students, aside from move-in day and graduation, PCN is the only 
time they will see their families on campus.  
Pilipino Cultural Nights are not only a distinct type of programming within Filipino 
American student organizations’ annual calendars, they are more widely known as an event that 
is unique to university campuses altogether (although it has recently emerged at some 
community colleges and high schools). As a community organizing project, PCN is rooted in 
Filipino American college student movements that emerged post-1965 immigration reform and 
post-Civil Rights Movement. Although student organizations and performance troupes had 
existed in the Filipino American community for most of the 20th century (Gonzalves, 2009; 
Koerner, 2007), cultural productions that emerged throughout the 1960’s and 70’s were distinct 
in that students’ motives for organizing and performing were a direct manifestation of their 
progressive reform demands as students of color. Throughout the 1980’s until the present, as the 
Filipino American student population has grown, so too, has the number of Filipino American 
student organizations nationwide. Particularly within California, an organization’s ability to host 
its own Pilipino Cultural Night has become a criterion that grants access into an upper echelon of 
legitimacy; for to produce a PCN reflects the long process of organizing the human, financial, 
and cultural resources needed for a large performance of this magnitude. At some of the larger 
University of California campuses, including Western University, the number of performers in a 
PCN has reached over 300, with budgets for the productions hovering around $30,000. As a 
result of regional differences and cultural critiques, PCN’s have also evolved under different 
labels, including but not limited to Kaibigan’s presently-used moniker of Pilipino American 
Cultural Night (PACN), Filipino Cultural Night (FCN), Pilipino Cultural Celebration (PCC), 
Celebration of Pilipino Culture (CPC), and Barrio Fiesta. However, the label of PCN remains the 
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universally recognized performance genre label and cultural experience that all other student-
produced Filipino American performances are compared to; it is the brand name that became 
synonymous with the product itself. It is for this reason that I provide an in-depth look at the 
structure and history of PCN at Western University, rather than any one PCN performance. 
Because of the standardization of the performance genre, PCN’s are not altogether aesthetically 
or creatively unique if they are solely evaluated on stage. However, the nuances of organizing 
around this performance are what truly reflect the conditions of higher education that underwrite 
the politics of representation within Filipino American student groups. 
Although referred to as the Pilipino American Cultural Night since 2010, Kaibigan’s 
annual cultural production started in 1980, with their peer organizations at San Francisco State 
University (1973), the University of California, Berkeley (1977), and UCLA (1978) also leading 
the way as early adopters of the genre. Despite the changes in name over time, from “Pilipino 
Cultural Awareness Night and Luau” to “Pista sa Nayon (Town Festival),” to PCN, and now 
PACN, the organization has maintained the annual seriation of the production since 1980. After 
the most recent change in the show’s name, the organization received backlash from a vocal 
minority of alumni. Although quantitatively small relative to the overall alumni base, several 
outspoken alumni expressed disappointment and anger that their legacies were being modified 
without their input. Even though nothing was changing structurally about the production other 
than the name, these traditions are held in such high regard that adding one letter to the show’s 
title was seen as an erasure of alumni contributions to the culture of their organization and 
campus. This conflict illustrates that the history of Kaibigan’s PACN is non-linear, subjective, 
and often dependent on the individual philosophies of those in leadership in any given year. 
Thus, in pursuit of attempting to create a performance that portrays an authentic version of 
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Filipino culture, students who participate in PCN’s have concurrently, and possibly more 
successfully, created a new aspect of Filipino American culture that is completely unique to the 
conditions of the higher education environment – in essence, a culture of cultural nights. 
Kaibigan’s Pilipino American Cultural Night exemplifies how the conditions of the 
higher education environment have shifted the objective presentation of culture into a specific 
performance genre and community event, despite the relatively ambiguous goals of these 
productions to promote the various aspects of Filipino/American culture through performing arts. 
Although named under a seemingly open-ended banner that does not even make a reference to 
the performing arts, these cultural night performances portray equal insights about the narrowly 
tailored expectations of performers and their audiences. The participants in these events are 
conditioned to expect a specific experience out of PACN based on the established contours of 
Filipino/American culture that are deemed acceptable within these campus communities and 
their larger constituencies. PACN is a cornerstone aspect of the individual and collective identity 
of Kaibigan and its members; the organization is a pioneer of the PCN genre that relishes in this 
role when comparing itself to its peer institutions and recruiting new performers from within the 
Western University student body. When Kaibigan leaders describe the qualities of the PACN 
experience they hope provide for their members, much of their language is coded in that they 
cannot separate discussions of PACN from discussions about the organization of Kaibigan writ 
large. What leadership says they want for Kaibigan is equivalent to what they want for PACN, 
and vice versa. The culture of Pilipino Cultural Nights, then, is one that exists within the 
confines of United States colleges and universities much more so than it ever did within the 
historical memory of the Philippines. Yet much like FACT, PCN’s often dissolve into highly 
corporatized and logistically-minded events rather than a cultural celebration or educational 
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endeavor due to the various masters it must serve. Filipino American student organizations are 
often unable to truly embrace and value the cultural capital that is generated within the PCN 
environment, in favor of neoliberal logics that are reproduced from what the leaders of these 
student-run operations internalize from their educational experiences. 
 Given the size of the Kaibigan organization and its history as one of the oldest Filipino 
American college student organizations in California, PACN is inherently woven into the 
collective identity of Kaibigan in much the same fashion as FACT is woven into the collective 
identity of Bayanihan from both a cultural and professional perspective. Within the Kaibigan 
Board, the PACN Coordinator position is typically held by two students. Of note, the person who 
was previously in charge of PCN until the 1990’s was the organization’s Cultural Coordinator. 
This leadership delegation made sense given that the production was by far the largest cultural 
program that the organization put on. Presently, many other organizations still delegate PCN 
leadership to Cultural Coordinators. However, the distinction of Kaibigan’s PACN as its own 
entity that requires a separate position of leadership is incredibly telling about the amount of 
labor required to produce this event. The PACN Coordinators are appointed in the Spring 
Quarter by the organization’s executive-elect board members. PACN Coordinators then appoint 
their own board consisting of approximately 30 students. The positions on PACN board include 
dance choreographers, music composers, video editors, props and costumes management, 
fundraising, and marketing. Given this incredibly segmented and nuanced leadership structure, it 
is no surprise that in the same vein as Bayanihan with FACT, there are multiple Kaibigan 
members who will list PACN as a separate entry on their résumés outside of their extra-
curricular involvements in Kaibigan proper. Kaibigan and PACN also find themselves competing 
for leadership talent at the end of each academic year. 
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 The structural and ideological separation between Kaibigan and PACN was made clear 
during one PACN Board meeting that I observed during Fall Quarter. In one of their first official 
gatherings as a fully appointed board, the topic of PACN fundraising was discussed. Praise was 
given to a recent fundraiser – a chicken adobo taco sale – and talks began to establish a regular 
routine for selling the tacos to create a continuous revenue stream for PACN. The PACN 
Coordinators, who sit on both Kaibigan Board and PACN Board, then brought up that Kaibigan 
Board had heard about the financial success of the taco fundraiser and wanted to do their own 
version of the event to generate income for other aspects of Kaibigan programming. This idea 
was met with immediate and vociferous resistance from PACN Board members, who felt that 
Kaibigan Board would oversaturate the market, thus driving down the profits for everyone. One 
board member suggested that if Kaibigan were to replicate the taco sale, that PACN should get a 
cut of the profits, since the concept was their board’s idea. Another board member brought up the 
fact that the different Filipino organizations on campus seemed to each have different 
“trademark” food sales that simultaneously created a brand to be expected from these individual 
organizations and did not infringe on one another’s offerings and create detrimental competition. 
Ultimately, the PACN Coordinators did not appear prepared to address such resistance from 
PACN Board, and the issue was tabled until a later date. Through these debates about the 
autonomy of PACN relative to that of Kaibigan, PACN was spoken of as its own organization 
and its own brand that PACN Board members were resistant to hold accountable to the rest of 
Kaibigan. Kaibigan was spoken of as a burden that would hinder the financial success of PACN, 
rather than the lifeline that necessitated its existence. After all, PACN is not a registered student 
organization, only Kaibigan is. But the need to generate over $30,000 to fund PACN has created 
a culture where PACN leadership is primarily interested in that which can further their bottom 
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line. Much like FACT, the conditions of neoliberal diversity in higher education undergird these 
organizational philosophies. While some of the $30,000 budget comes from university funding, a 
significant portion still needs to be raised by external funding, once again privatizing the cultural 
endeavors that are subsequently touted by the university as desirable learning outcomes for their 
students in a supposedly public, global university. 
  The internal conflict between PACN and Kaibigan leadership illustrates how PACN does 
not follow the same logic of other Kaibigan programs that are dependent on Kaibigan for 
financial and human resources. The success of PACN is at times synonymous with, and other 
times completely supersedes, the success of Kaibigan itself in any given year. At the time of our 
interview, Mae was a 3rd year student who held positions on PACN Board and Kaibigan Board, 
respectively, in consecutive years. When she was asked what she wanted to change about 
Kaibigan in general, she emphasized the importance of PACN as not only a tool for retention, 
but as a sort of refuge from an otherwise undesirable social group. 
Last year, the general member retention was pretty bad. And I think it was because 
Kaibigan felt kind of exclusive. I remember last year, the only reason I really stayed in 
Kaibigan was because of PACN and my friends in it. But I definitely can see why people 
didn’t join because I remember the first years, they were so cliquey. You would try to 
talk to them but they would tell us- they don’t wanna talk to us… I felt so bad, because 
that’s the reason why some people don’t come out anymore, because people were so 
exclusive and they just tried to stay in their own clique. 
Marie, who was one of the PACN co-Coordinators at the time of our interview, agreed 
that PACN was as a sanctuary away from Kaibigan, ironically even for its most involved student 
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leaders. She recalled turning to PACN Board leadership opportunities the year before because of 
personal conflicts with Kaibigan Board members: 
Coming into my 3rd year- there was a whole thing about who was on [Kaibigan] Board 
that year… I did not want to be on that board. I had a lot of fun being on PACN Board to 
the point where I was like, I’m just going to continue and stick with PACN Board. 
Based on this opinion of the two leadership structures in Kaibigan, Marie’s current 
position on Kaibigan Board, as the PACN co-Coordinator who sits on both boards, seemed to be 
more happenstance – a product of her love for PACN as a niche subgroup within Kaibigan rather 
than reflective of a conscious decision to be part of the organization’s general leadership.  
 This disconnect between PACN and Kaibigan is facilitated by multiple organizational 
factors. First and foremost, PACN is not entirely dependent on Kaibigan for revenue. Whereas 
other events are dependent on the capital that Kaibigan can raise through membership dues and 
other fundraisers such as food sales and nightclub parties, a large majority of PACN’s funding 
comes through university funding boards and ticket sales to the performance itself, thus creating 
a very similar, fractured relationship as the one between Bayanihan and FACT. Also, PACN 
Board members have a unique authority over Kaibigan membership that includes Kaibigan 
Board members themselves. Performance coordinators and choreographers oversee between 30-
40 cast members in their respective dance suites on a regular basis between the months of 
December and April. Logistical coordinators, such as props and costumes managers or 
fundraising coordinators, have authority over all 200-300 cast members. For an overwhelming 
majority of the PACN cast, the PACN Board members whom they report to are the agents of the 
organization whom they encounter most often and most significantly. This includes Kaibigan 
Board members whom, although formally titled as the leadership of the organization writ large, 
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are organized by and accountable to PACN Board members as part of the PACN cast. 
Conversely, there are far fewer opportunities, if any, for the inverse power relationship to occur 
given how isolated PACN is from the rest of Kaibigan’s programming and organizational 
structure. PACN Board members’ quality and quantity of their direct leadership over Kaibigan 
general members throughout the production of PACN is more than many Kaibigan Board 
members experience in their respective positions during the entire academic year. These power 
dynamics do not go unnoticed by the general members of the organization; more than half of the 
Kaibigan Presidents elected over the last decade had prior PACN Board experience.  
 The performance of PACN, which takes place during Spring Quarter, is one of the top 
student-led productions on the Western University campus on any given year in terms of cast 
size and attendance. Since 1996, PACN has taken place in the WU’s basketball arena, the largest 
indoor performance venue on campus with a capacity of approximately 3,000. The arena is one 
of many elements to PACN that Kaibigan has embraced as their “thing” – aspects of the PACN 
experience that are unique to WU and provide Kaibigan’s PACN with an identity that stands out 
above those of their peers at other universities. Other parts of Kaibigan’s PACN that the cultural 
lore of the event have established as trademarks of the WU experience are: the “Senior Suite,” 
which is a performance of Kaibigan’s graduating seniors that gives them one last opportunity to 
share the stage together in a light-hearted, often comedic routine; Kaibigan Modern, the world-
renowned hip hop dance team that has achieved acclaim through MTV’s America’s Best Dance 
Crew television show. Kaibigan is widely acknowledged as the first PACN to incorporate 
elements of modern dance and hip hop (Hernandez, 2010; Villegas et al., 2013); video 
commercials that play during set changes that parody Filipino/American popular cultures. The 
Kaibigan Alumni Association has even released a DVD compilation of the best commercials 
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from throughout the 1990’s-early 2000’s; lastly, one of the most widely claimed, identifiable 
aspects of the PACN is the length of the show itself. Kaibigan PACN’s have been known to last 
anywhere from 3-5 hours, simply because this much time is needed in order to highlight the 
various dance styles, dramatic narratives, and massive number of people in the cast, which has 
consistently totaled between 200-300 students since the mid-1990’s. 
 Ultimately, at the end of the winding, nuanced web of organization and leadership that 
occurs behind the curtain, Kaibigan sends incredibly mixed signals about the cultural education 
and dissemination that occurs throughout the PACN process. James, the External Vice President 
of Kaibigan, described the impact of PACN as follows: 
PACN is so amazing. It’s for everyone- the members who have never been exposed to 
our organization, to come and be a part of it. PACN is the performance of what we know 
to be Filipino culture to us. We want them [cast members] to know a little something 
more than they did before… Even something small as, oh that one has Muslim influence 
or that one has Chinese influence or something like that. Something more that they didn’t 
know before. 
However, Darrell, a former PACN Board member, was not as optimistic about the way 
that knowledge of Kaibigan and PACN leadership disseminated down throughout the cast: 
I think that PACN Coordinators should not only teach the moves and stuff, they should 
be teaching the background of the dance. Overall, I would make a greater effort to teach 
everyone that’s in the cast why they’re doing this. I never got a sense for them- the 
PACN Coordinators, emphasizing why PACN is being done. I think everyone just thinks, 
let’s do a bunch of dances, and show off for our friends and stuff. But they never really 
emphasize why we should be doing it. 
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At another point in our interview, when asked about the impact of PACN, Darrell 
commented, “I feel that in recent years, attendance has been dwindling. I’m not sure of the 
specific numbers of the people that attend, but this year we didn’t sell out, last year we didn’t sell 
out either. So I’m not quite sure of the impact.” 
These reflections on PACN by James and Darrell reflect two fundamental tensions of the 
PACN experience: the impact on audience versus performers, and the balance between Filipino 
and Filipino American cultural aspects. James describes the impact of PACN solely in terms of 
the cast member experience – what they will learn and the process they will go through. 
Furthermore, he believes that historical contexts of the traditional Philippine dances that 
comprise a majority of the PACN performance are sufficient pieces of cultural awareness for 
performers to walk away with. Conversely, the harshest critics of the PCN genre question 
whether $30,000 and countless hours of labor on the part of performers, professional staff, and 
audience members are worth it for students to learn “a little something more than they did 
before,” to use James’ words (Gonzalves, 2009; Hernandez, 2010). Darrell’s perspective echoes 
these sentiments that the history and significance of traditional dances are the most significant 
educational content that PACN offers its performers and audience members. However, he does 
not agree that members walk away with such baseline knowledge of the dance(s) they are 
performing, nor the overall sociocultural tradition of PCN. In his eyes, Kaibigan places the 
emphasis more on what to do, versus how and why they do it. Generally speaking, explorations 
of why PCN’s are done are tantamount to quintessential discussions of the Filipino American 
experience – why there is a need to preserve Filipino culture in a US context, why the realm of 
higher education is seen as the ideal environment to explore this journey, and who/what is 
viewed as an authority on cultural authenticity on both sides of the coin.  
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Darrell also questions the impact of PACN on the larger community, given his 
perceptions of the show’s declining audience. Similar to FACT, there is little to no assessment of 
the learning outcomes of PACN on a wide level, whether for attendees or organizers. Previous 
research on Kaibigan has touted the success of an open forum that takes place after the show, 
where cast members can reflect on the effectiveness of the entire process (Gonzalves, 2009; 
Hernandez, 2010). However, any mention of this forum or its impact in a modern Kaibigan 
context were absent from the entire WU subject pool, which consisted of six current and former 
PACN Board members. Another similarity between FACT and PACN is the apparent tension 
between the possibilities of institutionalization of PACN, even in light of an abundance of 
campus resources that are targeted toward students of color on campus, versus the desire for 
student leaders to create something that is entirely for them and by them within their campus 
community. The culture of the PACN environment in Kaibigan reflects the ideology that the 
PACN legacy does not belong to Western University or the larger Filipino American community. 
Rather, it belongs wholly to Kaibigan and its members. 
While on paper, Kaibigan’s PACN, and dozens others like it throughout the United States 
purport to preserve the culture and history of the Philippines, the ways that cultural performances 
are produced both on and off stage reflect a far stronger preservation of the Filipino American 
culture on college campuses. Regardless, and often in spite of, what actually happens during the 
performance itself – whether it be creative, captivating, or objectively poor efforts of 
performance art – the holistic PACN experience reflects the role of higher education within the 
lives of the students who take the stage. The ways that students ardently fight to create, embrace, 
and preserve traditions unique to their campus, all the while maintaining logistical and creative 
autonomy in order to leave their own mark on the show, is a struggle that is endemic to the 
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Filipino American experience writ large. The delicate balance between trying to honor 
predecessors while carving one’s own path, particularly as young adults, is in and of itself the 
very process of coming of age for children of immigrants caught in a liminal space between two 
worlds. This progress then becomes magnified even more as these students enter a higher 
education environment where traditions of the campus culture at a systemic level have 
traditionally excluded them despite the long, storied histories of Filipino American students at 
Western University.  
The Imperfection of Tradition 
 The previous section detailed how Bayanihan’s Filipino Americans Coming Together 
conference and Kaibigan’s Pilipino American Cultural Night have transcended their 
organizations and become stand-alone representations of Filipino American experiences for these 
campus communities. While the specter surrounding these events is the distinct product of 
multiple localized educational and cultural factors, the distinctiveness of these sociocultural 
phenomena is also made apparent through a converse analysis of events between universities. By 
examining the stark contrasts between Kaibigan’s PACN and Bayanihan’s FACT and their 
counterparts at the other university – Bayanihan’s Filipino Culture Night (FCN) and Kaibigan’s 
Kaibigan Conference (K-Con) – I illustrate the narrowly tailored depictions of culture on each 
campus and how they are shaped by localized factors that turn seemingly open-ended events into 
brand names. In describing regional racial formation, Cheng (2013) emphasizes that one of her 
final and most crucial observations about this process is that it travels:  
On a basic level, the ways people experience shifts and transformations in their 
understanding of racial orders and power hierarchies as they move between different 
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locations and contexts… speaks to the importance of grounded, everyday experiences in 
the formation of ideas and attitudes about race. (p. 199) 
Therefore, by establishing PACN and FACT, and FCN and K-Con as ideological 
counterparts rather than aligning them by their named counterparts, I uncover many underlying 
influences of Filipino American culture as it is shared and performed by these student groups – 
in other words, the true essence of how the intent and impact of certain events and identities do 
or do not “travel” between regions and institutional contexts. Bayanihan’s FACT and Kaibigan’s 
PACN establish these organizations as one of the more influential entities within their 
campuswide and regional peer groups. However, by traveling as a researcher to explore the 
broader genres of student conferences and cultural night performances between campuses and 
regions, I illustrate that the attitudes surrounding these traditions and their underlying 
philosophies about the Filipino American identity are reflective of practical responses to 
differing racial orders and power structures between these sites and regions. 
 Bayanihan’s Filipino Culture Night: Taking a Backseat to the Battle. At Central 
University, Bayanihan has been producing a Filipino Culture Night since 2013, the first year that 
their annual production was re-named from the previously established Fashion Show, a cultural 
showcase with roots dating back to the 1990’s. Despite the relative similarities between the 
formats of the previous Fashion Show (especially in its later years) and the current FCN, 
Bayanihan leadership made the decision to restart the annual seriation for FCN, thus establishing 
it as a separate entity and tradition. Much like the fallout from Kaibigan’s decision to re-name 
their annual production from PCN to PACN, Bayanihan also experienced backlash from alumni 
who were disappointed in seeing their Fashion Show legacy erased in exchange for the new 
Filipino Culture Night. 
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FCN is a production that is currently working hard to establish its role within the 
Bayanihan curriculum. Members of the group (both leadership and general members alike) are 
unsure of the purpose of the event and how much time and resources should be invested into it. 
All the while, Bayanihan, almost by default, is itself a model for the newly emerging PCN genre 
throughout the Midwest. Members of Bayanihan, including FCN leadership, are often quick to 
point at the lack of resources and tradition behind FCN (compared to their West Coast 
counterparts) as the reasons for its current lack of branding and wider membership involvement. 
However, these direct comparisons are short-sighted in that they only compare two similarly 
named products without an underlying analysis of the processes that go into these specific 
performances, especially in comparison to other landmark events that occur on both campuses 
during the academic year. When Bayanihan refers to the lack of resources for their FCN, it is not 
necessarily an issue of a lack of university resources (money, space, time, etc.) but also one of 
human and cultural resources being allocated into other aspects of the Bayanihan experience that 
are viewed as more valuable and long-standing cultural traditions within their specific 
organizational culture. 
Whereas the Kaibigan Pilipino American Cultural Night is something that is synonymous 
with the organization and a quintessential part of its collective identity and experience, the 
Bayanihan Filipino Culture Night is largely treated as a footnote in the Bayanihan narrative. The 
re-naming of Bayanihan’s annual performance from Fashion Show to FCN was not part of a 
conscious decision to become part of the national conversation on college-based Pilipino 
Cultural Nights – at least initially. This decision was made as part of an objective analysis of the 
Fashion Show’s evolution throughout the years into a multi-faceted performance that represented 
more than just an exhibition of traditional wardrobes. Thus, the physical, creative, and cultural 
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disconnect between Bayanihan and the larger PCN genre is a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, in being unable to see the larger historical and contemporary contexts that have created 
environments for PCN’s to thrive nationally for over forty years, Bayanihan does a disservice to 
the culture that it seeks to bolster through its performance. On the other hand, by being 
disconnected from this larger history, Bayanihan is free from the restraints of tradition that often 
stifle creativity and critical thinking amongst long-established PCN’s. The current status of 
Bayanihan’s FCN reflects more of the consequences of the former than the benefits of the latter. 
There are two main structural differences between Bayanihan’s FCN and Kaibigan’s 
PACN. First, like Kaibigan, Bayanihan has Cultural Coordinators and FCN Coordinators on its 
board. However, in the case of Bayanihan, this division of labor is not due to the emphasis on the 
cultural night as a standalone event in need of its own sub-organizational leadership structure, 
but rather the result of the massive burden placed on the Cultural Coordinators’ hands to put 
together Bayanihan’s performance at the annual “Battle of the Bamboo” Filipino dance 
competition in Chicago. Bayanihan has participated in this inter-collegiate dance competition 
throughout the 2000’s, and it is their organization’s tent pole event of the Spring semester. Due 
to scheduling constraints throughout the rest of the semester, both Battle of the Bamboo and 
FCN take place within the month of February. Jasmine, a former Cultural Coordinator, described 
the tension between the two events: 
It was so hard to figure out scheduling and people trying to figure out what was more 
important. Was it Battle, was it FCN? So since Battle was after FCN, people were like, 
fuck it- let’s just get this [FCN] over with so we can focus more on Battle. Because a lot 
of the dancers in Battle are also involved in FCN. So for me, personally, I don’t see that 
FCN is very effective. 
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Secondly, Bayanihan’s FCN contains a significant philanthropic component that 
Bayanihan bolsters as the driving force behind the production. Subjects who described the 
purpose and impact of FCN primarily pointed to its philanthropic component as what made it 
unique within the Bayanihan calendar. I also argue that the philanthropic efforts of FCN – which 
are directed toward Philippines-based charities – can be used as a crutch to cover up some of the 
lower-quality production elements of the show. In other words, even if the performance is not of 
the highest caliber, the money an audience member spent on a ticket at least goes toward a good 
cause. The performance does contain the common elements of the PCN formula – traditional 
dance, contemporary dance, music, and theater. However, Bayanihan leans far more heavily on 
contemporary dance components, and also features multiple performances by non-Filipino 
American student organizations. In Bayanihan’s 2016 FCN, of the thirteen performance 
segments featured in the show, only four were traditional Filipino dances. In a standard PCN 
performance model, an audience member would expect the inverse ratio of traditional to modern 
performances. 
Although far from polished, FCN’s three contemporary dance acts stood out as distinctly 
better choreographed and produced than the traditional dance components of the show. This 
distinction is undoubtedly a product of the culture that surrounds FCN preparations throughout 
the year. From the first day of Bayanihan’s FCN “hype night,” where students are encouraged to 
sign up for the show, the contemporary dance acts, which contain styles such as hip hop, bachata, 
jazz, swing, and cha cha, were emphasized as the most significant parts of the performance. 
These acts are also featured prominently in the publicity and marketing of FCN, which caters 
primarily to a local CU student audience rather than the statewide, multi-generational audience 
of a California PCN. This marketing strategy operates under the fundamental assumption that 
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participants and audience members alike favor contemporary dance over traditional Philippine 
dance and are willing to invest their time and money into a performance that highlights the 
former over the latter, despite its title as a Filipino Culture Night. The prominence of 
contemporary dance therefore leads to two distinct attitudes about Bayanihan’s FCN amongst its 
membership: 1) that it is not “cultural”; and 2) that it is primarily social, and therefore not to be 
taken seriously. In comparing FCN to FACT, Raymond, a first-year student, stated: 
I think people want FACT to still be about the culture. I think the workshops are clearly 
centered on Filipino culture. FCN, this one’s a little bit less about Filipino culture. I 
would say this one is more of an event for PSA to focus on something that will let them 
have some fun in the end, to relax and hang out and get to know the other members. 
In addition, Jasmine also described how FCN does not contain the same cultural aspects 
as other Asian organizations’ cultural nights. She specifically recalled the culture night of the 
Indonesian Student Association, which is made up entirely of international Indonesian students: 
I recently went to Indonesian Cultural Night. And that was bomb [laughs]. Every aspect 
was just- it was all Indonesian. You could tell that their performances weren’t put 
together, scrambled in a week or so. You could tell in the sort of finesse, just in the 
costumes alone. This looks imported straight from Indonesia, whereas here, we just tape 
it together. It was Indonesian culture, all night. Even right after the event, I was like, 
whoa, this is what a cultural night should be. 
Raymond and Jasmine’s reflections on the cultural merits of Bayanihan’s Filipino 
Culture Night illustrate a critique of the production itself as well as the mentality of the students 
who perform in it. Raymond’s claim that FCN is more social than cultural exhibits an underlying 
assumption that these two mentalities are mutually exclusive, and implies that certain spaces on 
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campus, such as classrooms and conferences, are inherently more educational than performing 
arts or informal social gatherings. Jasmine’s amazement at the Indonesian Cultural Night’s direct 
connections to the country of Indonesia place a primacy on Asia as a bastion of infallible cultural 
authenticity. Furthermore, her reflections on the lack of importance placed on FCN as compared 
to Battle of the Bamboo exhibit the value that students place in tradition, their audience, and their 
own individual investment. In this case, the inter-collegiate and multi-generational audience that 
typically attends Battle of the Bamboo is seen as a more desirable audience that is worthy of 
their efforts than a predominantly local, student audience for FCN at CU. Furthermore, the 
accolades that go along with winning an inter-collegiate dance competition are seen as more 
worthwhile than a philanthropy event where the larger outcomes are not as directly connected 
with students’ time and efforts. 
Missing from these discussions on the cultural merits of FCN are larger educational 
pieces that highlight the histories of colonization and immigration that have made many Western, 
contemporary dance styles a quintessential part of the Filipino/American experience (España-
Maram, 2006; Mabalon, 2013; Villegas et al., 2013), as well as the transformative aspects of 
performing arts for marginalized communities, which were a significant aspect of the Filipino 
resistance during the Spanish and American colonial periods (Boal, 1985; Burns, 2012; 
Gonzalves, 2009; See, 2009). Cultural merit should not have to be an all-or-nothing venture in 
terms of event programming. This inability to critically analyze the historical contexts of these 
art forms can be attributed to the lack of historical knowledge about Filipinos that permeates 
throughout these students’ communities and curricula. The systemic emphasis on diversity as an 
aspect of American society that is inherently rooted in foreign otherness, particularly as it relates 
to Asians and Asian Americans, also skews students’ expectations of what should be considered 
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“cultural,” even if it is something like the cha cha that they have grown up with their entire lives 
and associate almost exclusively with the presence of Filipino people. Leo recalls how the 
performing arts were an essential part of his childhood and now fuel commonly held stereotypes 
of a Filipino American identity:  
INTERVIEWER What do you think are the commonly held perceptions of Filipino 
Americans on this campus? 
LEO Loud… Rambunctious… Partiers. They’re very close knit. Talented in singing, 
musical arts, drawing. Those kind of things.  
INTERVIEWER Where do you think those stereotypes come from? 
LEO Family. I think it would be family. Singing, dancing- I never realized how special I 
was until I noticed that when you go into a family party, that would be the one thing that 
everyone notices. One person started singing and then all of a sudden the group got quiet 
and would pay attention. So the social reactions to those skills within a family party 
would be something that would be a big influencer.  
It seems contradictory that the cultural merits of an event hosted by a Filipino American 
cultural organization, that explicitly purports itself to be an exhibition of Filipino culture, tend to 
get overlooked and underappreciated by the organization’s membership. But within the contexts 
of Central University, the history of Bayanihan, and the regional and national contexts of 
Filipino American student organizations, Bayanihan’s Filipino Culture Night sits in a very 
liminal place where its exact role and purpose are yet to be determined. Therefore, the show is 
planned, marketed, and performed without a clearly definitive role. It has yet to fully escape the 
shadows of its cultural and creative predecessor, the Fashion Show, or its direct rival for human 
and cultural resources, the Battle of the Bamboo. But at the same time, Bayanihan is still at the 
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forefront of the PCN genre within the Midwest region. Students from Ohio, Michigan, and 
throughout Illinois are regularly in attendance at the Bayanihan FCN, as Filipino American 
student organizations on other campuses have PCN’s in their relative infancy. Beyond cultural 
performances, FCN simultaneously sits in the ominous shadow of FACT, which is perceived as 
having a more significant scope and magnitude than FCN in every aspect. The biggest irony lies 
in the fact that the many instabilities and contradictions of the FCN environment – the non-
traditional (relative to the PCN genre) lineup and format, the integration of other cultural art 
forms from outside of the Philippines, and the organization’s preference for alternative forms of 
cultural learning outside of FCN (i.e. FACT) – are all indicative of the true essence of culture. 
Rather than being an all-encompassing statement of universally recognized historical truths, the 
Bayanihan FCN environment provides an unadulterated look at which traditions Filipino 
American youth value, and in which environments these cultural practices are given the most 
significance. It is therefore not the substance of culture itself that is absent from this 
environment, it is a critical, non-normative analytical lens that recognizes that culture is more 
than an ode to the mythical past, but is simultaneously an embracing of one’s own cultural 
agency in the present.  
Westbound and Down: The Unraveling of K-Con. The attitude toward a student-led 
conference at Western University, when compared to Bayanihan’s FACT, illustrates that it is not 
a conference in and of itself that inspires Filipino American students into action and provides 
opportunities for professional and cultural development. Rather, FACT represents the 
culmination of a variety of institutional factors within one campus environment. The recent 
dissolution of Kaibigan’s annual conference, colloquially referred to as “K-Con,” offers a 
poignant comparison of the supply and demand for this type of an event in California.  
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K-Con originated in the mid-late 1990’s and was a recurring annual program for 
Kaibigan throughout the 2000’s. Much like FACT, the conference took place on a weekend, 
invited facilitators from the academy, community, and student/alumni ranks, and drew delegates 
from peer institutions from throughout the region. However, by 2015, the conference nearly 
withered away into extinction. Rather than a standalone conference, K-Con has been reduced to 
three workshops facilitated by faculty and community leaders at Kaibigan general meetings over 
the course of two quarters. According to James, the External Vice President of Kaibigan, the 
position normally tasked with leading the conference, the previous year’s K-Con was an abject 
failure, with only one general member in attendance alongside the Kaibigan board members, all 
of whom were mandated to attend. Angelica, one of those board members, had these reflections 
on the conference:  
I think K-Con is pretty big, but people underestimate it. They don’t really appreciate K-
Con, because they think it’s political. They don’t wanna understand the political aspect of 
Kaibigan. Because I know in the past year, K-Con was pretty unsuccessful, but I went 
and it was very eye-opening because I learned a lot about the racial issues against 
Filipinos. 
 The decline in K-Con occurred precipitously. Dr. Monica Castillo, a faculty member in 
Asian American Studies, casually mentioned during our interview that she had facilitated 
workshops for K-Con before, making no inferences about its rapid decline from a day-long event 
to a disconnected workshop series that was a conference in name only. It is highly likely that she 
was unaware of the changes if she had not attended the conference in recent years. Angelica’s 
reflections on K-Con capture the unease about the event being political, implying that the 
disinterest in this type of programming is currently pervasive amongst Kaibigan. Within the 
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Kaibigan environment, the term “political” specifically refers to issues of social injustice and 
racial/ethnic inequity. Mostly, however, discussions of these issues do not escalate to political 
involvement in terms of university, local, state, or federal governmental policies. Political is one 
of the five pillars of the Filipino American experience promoted in Kaibigan’s mission 
statement, along with academic, community, cultural, and social. K-Con, for much of the 2000’s, 
was considered the largest event from the political realm of the organization. This is not to say 
that it was not also valued by students for its social aspects and professional development 
opportunities like CU’s FACT conference. But overall, similar to Bayanihan’s Filipino Culture 
Night, K-Con has fallen by the wayside because of students’ rigid definitions of culture, pre-
established presences in other niches of the campus and community, and their organization’s 
subsequent unwillingness to embrace alternative and non-traditional (relative to their 
organization) forms of cultural learning and community building. 
  The overall attitude of the Western University subject pool toward K-Con was apathy. 
All ten subjects had held some type of leadership position within the organization during their 
time in Kaibigan (Kaibigan Board, PACN Board, intern, etc.), thus indicating a deep familiarity 
with the inner workings of the organization. Yet when they were asked about their organization’s 
major events during their individual interviews, only two mentioned K-Con – one being 
Angelica, cited above, and the other only mentioning the conference to indicate that they had 
never attended it. Even James, the board member tasked with leading the remnants of K-Con, did 
not mention it at all in his interview when asked about the major events in Kaibigan’s annual 
calendar. Rather, I learned about the fate of the conference when I observed a Kaibigan board 
meeting weeks after my interview with James. This collective inability to cite or discuss K-Con 
reflects a lack of commitment to the event even from the organization’s most committed 
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members. Whereas they could speak at length about the value of things such as PACN and 
Kasama Families, any sort of opinions, or even a general sense of awareness about K-Con, were 
mostly non-existent.   
 The recent and sudden downfall of the K-Con cannot be separated from neoliberal 
contexts that frame Western University and Kaibigan as an organization. In consideration of the 
consciously political components of K-Con, recent frequent contributors have included 
Anakbayan USA, an organization that “holds the belief that Philippine society today is not truly 
free nor democratic. It is under the control of U.S imperialism, along with local landlords, big 
capitalists, and corrupt government officials” (Anakbayan USA, n.d.), and Kabataang maka-
Bayan, “a progressive organization which raises the social consciousness of youth, encouraging 
them to organize and mobilize in response to the issues affecting our local communities, the 
oppressed people of the Philippines, and other pro-people issues around the world” (Kabataang 
maka-Bayan, n.d.). Such issues are often not portrayed as part and parcel to “cultural” pursuits 
within a neoliberal frame that emphasizes diversity and multiculturalism as individual efforts and 
historical knowledge rather than reflective of contemporary and systemic issues where injustice 
is perpetual. Therefore, students who matriculate through their educational institutions with such 
a narrow view of what their Filipino/American culture is supposed to be find it hard to accept 
political issues such as those espoused by community organizations as directly related to their 
racial and ethnic identities.  
 Beyond the reluctance of students to see relevance in political issues, there are also far 
different perceptions of physical distance and emotional familiarity within the Central and 
Western University environments that affect the attitudes toward conferences like FACT and K-
Con. As briefly mentioned above, FACT is not completely absent of progressive political content 
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(the Anakbayan Chicago chapter is a frequent contributor). However, despite a similar reluctance 
by students to address these issues – I harken back to Bayanihan President Drew’s qualifying 
statement about not wanting to be a “Debbie Downer” mentioned in the previous chapter – 
FACT delegates seem willing to accept some of these potentially undesirable elements of the 
conference in exchange for the unique opportunity to participate in a mass gathering of Filipino 
American students. Conversely, Western University students, due to their surrounding 
environment and communities, view Filipino American community gatherings as a more 
consistent aspect of their everyday lives. Thus, the unwillingness to explore or discuss 
potentially uncomfortable political issues becomes highlighted as a deal-breaker, since Western 
University students perceive the more desirable elements of “culture” as omnipresent rather than 
exceptional.  
 The changing of K-Con from an all-day conference to a series of disconnected workshops 
at Kaibigan general meetings in an attempt to re-generate interest in political aspects of the 
organization’s mission statement reflects significantly lower stakes in terms of the financial and 
human capital investments from the organization. This disinvestment in structural changes 
related to diversity in favor of tokenizing individual elements of pre-existing systems is 
reminiscent the paradigm shift of neoliberal multiculturalism away from systemic inequity and 
placing the onus on already-burdened people of color to become ambassadors for their own 
equitable representations within systems designed to marginalize them. While the members of 
CU’s Bayanihan work within such conditions to create the FACT conference, an attractive and 
successful tent pole event for an unprecedented number of their peers, Western University’s 
localized contexts of Filipino American cultures and communities have nearly razed the demand 
for a space such as K-Con within higher education, especially when paired with the same 
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neoliberal contexts that aim to push Filipino American student representation under the rug. 
Moving forward, James expressed the desire to utilize Dr. Castillo and senior-level student 
affairs administrator (and former Kaibigan President) Cyrus Visperas as workshop facilitators for 
the abbreviated, modern iteration of K-Con – an attempt to utilize faces that students may be 
familiar with to help them understand that issues like social justice and civic engagement are 
tantamount to their cultural and educational experience once again. It remains to be seen if this 
“back to basics” approach toward these learning outcomes can help Kaibigan re-invent its 
conference and its overall cultural merits by thinking critically about K-Con’s appropriate scope 
and magnitude, rather than focusing on reproducing superficial labor structures and financial 
investments for the sake of preserving the means rather than the ends.  
Conclusion 
Despite these different contexts in their surrounding regions and states, the experiences of 
Bayanihan and Kaibigan within the boundaries of their college campuses point to incredibly 
similar experiences of marginalization and agency amidst campuses that, although are not 
predominantly White in the undergraduate student body, are predominantly White in terms of the 
underlying aspects of student life. As Filipino American student organizations, the missions and 
visions of clubs like Bayanihan and Kaibigan will always be evaluated against a particular image 
of what Filipino culture should be. I juxtapose the use of terms “Filipino American” and 
“Filipino” in the previous statement to highlight the differences in perceptions of diversity and 
culture that happen both within minority communities and outside of them. In this case, for 
Filipino Americans writ large, there is an understanding of the tension that occurs in trying to 
balance cultures and worlds. There is also an understanding that a unique hybrid culture can be 
established that is greater than the sum of its parts. Regardless of where a member of an 
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immigrant community lies on the spectrum between assimilation and cultural preservation, their 
stance is nonetheless a response to the clash of cultures that permeates their entire lives in a 
White, normative society, especially in the educational system that devalues, ignores, and 
outright strategically revises their histories.  
 The landmark, annual Filipino American student organization programming that occurs 
on the Central and Western University campuses each academic year encapsulates the struggles 
that student leaders go through in navigating the permanent tension between being students of 
the university versus being leaders in their respective communities. For both better and worse, 
programs such as FACT, FCN, PACN, and K-Con are dependent on the university for 
foundational resources. These include but are not limited to facilities, funding, and the gathering 
of a like-minded demographic within close proximity. Ironically and unjustifiably, student of 
color organizations are also (but not entirely) reactive to the lack of structural resources for 
underrepresented and under-served students within their universities, using their dearth of 
opportunities as a means to be embrace their agency and create educational and cultural counter-
spaces that reflect their needs and interests. These events, for all the positive interactions and 
memories that they provide for the students who participate, are still glowing examples of what 
has been missing from these students’ educational environments throughout their youth. Their 
significance, both positively and negatively, lies in their rarity, which is a bittersweet statement 
about their educational experiences throughout K-12 and higher education; a poignant statement 
about their diverse worldviews that is a distinct product of their ancestry but has very little, if 
anything, to do with the actual land of their ethnic descent.  
In an ideal educational environment, Filipino American students would be able to utilize 
their own unique perspectives to find arenas to develop academically, socially, and culturally as 
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student leaders without having the entire onus of creating diverse campus programming and 
educating an entire community about topics which they are barely learning about themselves 
placed on their shoulders. At both Central and Western Universities, attempts to create a more 
equitable balance between institutional and student-led diversity measures are present, to varying 
successes. Bayanihan and Kaibigan are both part of the institutional fabrics of their universities’ 
Asian American and Cross-Cultural Centers, respectively. However, these organizations’ lack of 
full integration of university staff, faculty, and other institutional resources into their 
programming and assessment speaks to an inherent disconnect, and even distrust, between 
Filipino American students and their universities. The post-1965 era of Filipino American 
student organizing – its traditions, major players, landmark events, and other recognizable 
cultural markers about the higher education experience – have traditionally been created by and 
for Filipino American students in lieu of an overwhelming lack of institutional opportunities. 
Therefore, even in the current academic climate where some institutions are espousing a 
commitment to diversity, it is hard for student organizations to completely abandon the traditions 
of self-determination that are at the core of their collective identities. For them, this collective 
self-reliance is the cornerstone of the Filipino American identity in higher education, expressed 
both explicitly and implicitly by these students when they feel that their audience is most 
completely focused on their actions. 
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION: ONE MILE WIDE, ONE INCH DEEP 
 
 For people who spend any extended period of time on college campuses, whether as 
students, faculty, or staff members, it is easy to identify students whose lives are significantly 
impacted by involvement in any extra-curricular organization. These students constantly wear 
the branded apparel of their organization, fill their closest friend groups and home lives (i.e. 
roommates, significant others, co-workers, etc.) with other members of the organization, and 
flood their social media profiles with page-long, heartfelt dedications to their peers at the end of 
a tent pole event or school year. In short, the effects – both positive and negative – of 
involvement in these organizations are made very clear by their most involved members who 
often wear their hearts on their sleeves. The purpose of this study, then, has been to understand 
what these passionate individual involvements of students in Filipino American cultural 
organizations symbolize for larger communities around them, such as the campus-wide 
community of all races and ethnicities, and the larger (defined in multiple scopes) population of 
Filipino Americans.  
 Filipino American student organizations at some of the country’s largest universities are 
often amongst the most active in their entire campus communities. Some organizations’ legacies 
date back through decades of their campus history, and include direct involvement in some of 
American higher education’s watershed movements and moments. Filipino American college 
students have been involved in desegregation, affirmative action, the fallout from global military 
conflicts, and the advent of ethnic studies and minority student affairs. Yet in the modern, 
neoliberal era of higher education and the larger American landscape that is struggling with 
shifting ideologies of color-blindness and social justice, there has been a dearth of in-depth 
exploration of the continued and evolving relevance of ethnic student organizations in the current 
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historical moment. The current generation of Filipino American college students has entered 
higher education in an era where diversity is used a marketing tool and racial identities are touted 
as if they were brand names. Furthermore, in an era where Filipino American student 
organizations and events are entrenched in the institutional traditions and cultures of the 
university, Filipino American students have come to understand and express their identities in 
ways that may appear to be different than previous cohorts of Filipino American students or 
current cohorts of Asian Americans and other students of color. But nonetheless, their attitudes 
and behaviors about their racial identities also reflect dominant hegemonic ideals of racial 
formation that have existed since Filipinos first set foot on United States college campuses. 
To conclude my observations, I provide an analysis of this study’s limitations and 
implications for further research, and more importantly, recommendations for educational policy 
and practice that are directly tied to the findings contained in this study and their larger 
contextual relevancies beyond the immediate scope of Filipino Americans. Lastly, I revisit my 
original research questions to summarize: 1) the academic, extra-curricular, and sociocultural 
factors of the college campus environment that influence Filipino American students' racial and 
ethnic identities; 2) how Filipino American students understand and portray their racial and 
ethnic identities within a campus space that is explicitly designated as Filipino American; and 3) 
how the meanings and implications of Filipino American students' identities reflect and/or resist 
macro-level ideologies of race and ethnicity that exist beyond the campus environment.. 
Limitations and Implications for Further Research 
 The limitations of this study and implications for further research reflect the incredibly 
diverse spectra of higher education outcomes and racial/ethnic identity affinities. Primarily, I 
view this project as limited by the conditions of time and space. More time to conduct research 
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amongst more subjects would inevitably make the data richer and more applicable across varying 
contexts. Expanding the subject pool by multiple parameters to include other subject groups of 
comparison, such as previous and future generations/cohorts, out-of-state and international 
students, and general members of student organizations, would expand scholarship on how the 
Filipino American identity has been affected by the higher education experience across multiple 
axes. Comparisons across institutional types can also enrich the scholarship about the social, 
cultural, and intellectual outcomes of various types of higher education. 
 Multi-Generational or Longitudinal Study. Comparing the current cohort of subjects 
in this study to previous generations of students would provide a longitudinal view of how 
Filipino American identities have shifted along with institutional priorities on campus and 
population demographic shifts off campus. With increases in the number of college-bound 
students, the overall need for a college degree in various professional fields, and tuition rates, 
combined with technological advances that permeate through every aspect of the college 
experience from the classroom to the dorm room, higher education has begun to look 
categorically different in a relatively short period in comparison to the total history of many 
large, public, research-intensive universities. Exploring the current attitudes of past generations 
of students would also illustrate the continued significance of the long-standing hypothesis in 
race/ethnicity and education studies that the origins of racial/ethnic student groups were political 
(and often radical) in nature. It would be important to learn if students who went to college in the 
1960-80’s continue to share those same thoughts about political and civic engagement, or if they 
too have incorporated neoliberal ideologies into their everyday lives outside of the academy that 
have ostracized radical points of view in favor of the status quo. 
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 In the modern era, however, it seems more logistically feasible to use the current 
generation of students as the baseline foundation for a longitudinal study or one that surveys 
multiple generations of students moving forward. With the advent of new media and electronic 
communication, maintaining passive contact with large numbers of people is now a part of the 
everyday lives of the millennial generation – an effort that is perceived to require very little 
intrusion or inconvenience on their part. From a technical standpoint, the ease of sharing up-to-
date contact information such as e-mail addresses, phone numbers, and other relevant personal 
information is something that can also be crowd-sourced through collaborative cloud-based 
documents, thus partially alleviating the onus from one person or entity (i.e. a research 
investigator or alumni association) to keep in touch with hundreds or thousands of people.  
“Regular” and Fringe Research Subjects. The undergraduate subjects chosen for this 
study were all, at one point, in positions of formal leadership within their respective 
organizations – including 2 subjects who were first-year students (thus ineligible for leadership 
positions at the time of the study) that attained leadership roles in their respective organizations 
in the time since their participation in the research. These subjects are a purposive sample of 
convenience in terms of recruitment and knowledge. Not only was their name, title, and contact 
information made public as an official leader of the organization, but these students, who have 
the most first-hand information about the inner workings of the group, are also often the most 
willing to act as agents on behalf of the organization in multiple contexts. While the amount of 
physical labor and emotional dedication they invest into their organizations is indicative of the 
larger structural factors from within their universities, quantitatively, these students are in the 
minority within their student groups. Not all 100 members of Bayanihan or all 300 members of 
Kaibigan can have the same narrative about their involvement.  
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 Therefore, conducting research on large student groups through the perspectives of 
members who are not as deeply involved as the organization’s most committed leaders, can 
prove useful in assessing whether leadership’s goals for the organization, whether they be 
academic, cultural, social, or political in nature, are even reaching the students these 
organizations theoretically appeal to the most. While Filipino American student groups are all 
independent entities and do not have the same over-arching structures of governance or guiding 
principles as national, incorporated student groups (i.e. Greeks, academic societies), singular 
student groups with memberships in the hundreds, such as the two in this study, often 
compartmentalize themselves as if they were umbrellas or corporations unto themselves. 
Therefore, the effects of leadership decisions made at the top of the ladder should be evaluated 
based on their ability to achieve their primary objectives throughout the organization. In terms of 
organizational leadership theory, assessing the similarities between structurally disconnected 
student groups could form the foundation to advocate for larger inter-campus networks beyond 
the regional scope of an umbrella such as the Midwest Association of Pilipino Students (MAPS) 
that is described in this study, or even provide implications for student development policy and 
practice at a national level.  
 Expanding Regions. To expand the lens of regional racial formation, as well as to 
uncover the effects of many unheralded eras and aspects of Filipino/American history, studies 
should continue to be conducted in the South, Pacific Northwest, Northeast, and non-contiguous 
states of the United States. Each of these regions have as distinct a history of higher education, 
immigrant settlement, and racial formation as the two regions studied in this project, and should 
be studied accordingly to obtain a holistic view of the heterogeneity of the Filipino/American 
identity. 
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To that point, eighteen of the twenty undergraduate student subjects were in-state 
students at their universities, with the other two being WU subjects who were born in California, 
moved away during their childhood, and returned for college. To further explore the effects of 
geographic regions and their influence on racial identities in higher education, the integration of 
traditional out-of-state students, meaning students who have never lived in the state where they 
attend college, can add another dimension to the scholarship on the effects of regional racial 
formation within the specific region of higher education, for these students’ experiences would 
compare regional differences in terms of physical geography as well as moving into an 
institution of higher education more specifically.  
An expansion to include research on the effects of racial formation on international 
students would also bring a specific lens to the role of US higher education in determining racial 
identities. International students come in largely unfamiliar with the racial schemas of the United 
States as well as cultural norms about the holistic higher education experience in and out of the 
classroom. Their perceptions of these multiple novel concepts that are suddenly engrained into 
their everyday lives as students can offer significant insight into the theory and practice of 
diversity as it relates to international students, who are the fastest growing student demographic 
at many of the largest Research I Universities in the United States (public and private alike). 
While the number of Filipino international students is generally infinitesimal at most US 
institutions, the demographic of 1.5 generation Filipino Americans – those who immigrated to 
the United States in their adolescence – could serve as a relevant subject group to capture many 
of these same principles as well.   
 Institutional Types. It is important to expand discussions about the effects of higher 
education within and between institutional types. As I have discussed at length in this study, 
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“higher education” is an incredibly heterogeneous industry and sociocultural experience. 
Examining the experiences of Filipino American students at universities where the racial 
demographics of the student population more closely mirrors that of the local general population 
would go further in examining the specific role of higher education as a tool that shapes racial 
and ethnic identities versus the geographic region in general. Another possibility is to explore the 
experiences of students of color with diversity-related measures at private universities. As 
institutions that theoretically do not hold the same obligation to serve the public, it would be 
incredibly interesting to examine how diversity is constructed and valued within educational 
policy and practice in the private sector. 
Furthermore, given the concentration of students of color in non-doctoral granting 
institutions (state colleges, community colleges, etc.), these types of institutions are incredibly 
significant for analyzing theories of racial formation, student development, and educational 
equity for these populations. As it relates to Asian Americans specifically, moving away from 
elite institutions (both public and private) as research sites will enhance the emerging scholarship 
that seeks to counteract the model minority stereotype through addressing the needs of Asian 
American students who are not tracked toward higher education access and success.   
Recommendations for Policy and Practice 
 The essence of diversity work on college campuses lies not merely in bodies, but in 
minds as well. In other words, it is not merely enough to populate the student body or even the 
faculty, staff, and administration of universities with people who embody various elements of 
diversity. Universities must also hold a specific ideology about diversity that influences 
institutional priorities and educational practice. The undergraduate students who comprise the 
subject pool of this study exhibit actions and behaviors that reflect an inequity of the practical 
   232 
implementations of diversity-related work on college campuses. By their nature, diverse 
opportunities should not affect all people equally. However, students should hold equal 
opportunities for transformative educational experiences that can refine their worldviews relative 
to their inputs into the student environment. But although diversity is touted as essential to 
holistic learning outcomes, the onus is placed on Filipino American students to create diverse 
learning environments for themselves, as the diversity that they purportedly contribute to the 
campus climate is mistaken for and subsumed under that of other students whom they are 
presumed to be similar to. The diverse world views of Filipino American students are not the 
product of natural variability or minute, individual, social differences, but are reflective of a 
century-long history of Filipino America that has constantly placed Filipinos in a liminal space 
where their identity is given a lesser and nearly undefined value. Moving forward, the findings of 
this study suggest that multiple practices at the student, staff, and administrative levels can work 
to alleviate the marginalization of Filipino Americans, as well as providing frameworks for how 
to improve the experiences of other non-majority students.  
 More Nuanced Systems of Data Collection. The findings of this study provide 
implications for two specific methods of data collection: race/ethnicity and parents’ educational 
history. Despite the desire to move toward a color-blind ideology where race and ethnicity are no 
longer relevant to one’s life chances, educational disparities along these lines continue to persist. 
For Asian Americans, disparities along ethnic lines are the result of historical contexts that 
influenced Asian American immigration and settlement patterns throughout the 20th century and 
into the present. Therefore, collecting disaggregated ethnic data on Asian Americans, to be 
considered alongside additional educational predictors (household income, GPA, etc.), will 
provide a more holistic look at how students can contribute to transformative educational 
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environments through their diverse life experiences, rather than simply delving deep into one’s 
own individual information for the sake of finding new but ultimately superficial measures of 
diversity.  
 The concept of parents’ college education as a predictor for college access is one of the 
most salient in higher education research. However, the underlying theories of the conclusion 
that students with college educated parents are more likely to go to college themselves does not 
always encapsulate the depth of the Filipino American experience and overall student success, as 
opposed to merely access. As the children of predominantly immigrant parents, Filipino 
American students lack the cultural capital that children of US-educated parents can inherit, such 
as understanding the nuances of institutional prestige, social norms of higher education, and 
logistical preparation such as financial aid or even effective learning techniques. Thus, to 
understand not only whether students’ parents went to college, but whether they attended in the 
United States (and even what type of institution they attended), will provide great insight into 
how prepared students may be for higher education on a holistic level. While the academic 
qualifications for many Asian American students with immigrant parents are undeniable, the 
holistic higher education experience that is supposed to fuel diverse learning environments must 
also be taken into consideration when considering predictive factors of student preparedness and 
success.  
 Incorporation of Diversity-related Work in Graduate Education. The establishment 
of ethnic and interdisciplinary studies, along with resource and cultural centers for under-
represented and under-served students, are often amongst the most common demands of 
universities when the student body seeks more diverse learning environments and opportunities. 
However, the presence of well-established Asian American studies programs and cultural centers 
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at both campuses in this study illustrates that these are not the panacea of diversity in higher 
education. Comprehensive reform must be made at all levels. 
 In the present, reform that builds toward bolstering the benefits of diversity begins with 
faculty and staff training regarding best practices for fostering diverse learning environments and 
outcomes. I emphasize the need for this reform within graduate education in particular, as all 
faculty and a significant, growing number of professional staff members on college campuses 
must possess post-baccalaureate degrees (whether as a requisite or to remain competitive on the 
market). As the student body continues to diversify, agents of the university must be equipped to 
handle the interpersonal and institutional challenges that come along with these changes as an 
integral part of their job duties and responsibilities. Training that establishes how to interact with 
diverse populations, as well as mediate conflicts that occur amongst students, is a necessary tool 
for higher education to achieve the benefits of diversity that it purports. Furthermore, continued 
professional training and development is especially crucial for those who are tasked as diversity 
workers within higher education. First and foremost, diverse student groups, by the very nature 
of the concept of diversity, are consistently changing. New identities are becoming 
acknowledged, which causes pre-existing schemas of diversity to change along with them. 
Current examples of contemporary issues in higher education surrounding diversity that have 
risen to the forefront in the 2010’s include, but are not limited to, international student issues 
(who are predominantly from Asia) related to both campus climate and admissions, transgender 
facilities and data collection of gender expression, and undocumented student advocacy. Those 
who are assigned to be the primary experts of diversity work on college campuses must be 
perennially allocated the resources to understand these emerging needs and best practices to 
address them.  
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 Antiquated schemas of a graduate education and professional training for the 
professoriate must also evolve to handle the growing and shifting demands of being a faculty 
member in the current state of higher education. In line with the tradition of faculty members as 
researchers first and teachers second, junior faculty members often enter their profession with 
little experience in classroom instruction and student interaction, let alone with significant stakes 
on their job performance that are affected by their teaching methods. Professional training is thus 
constrained to ad-hoc efforts by pockets of interested faculty, or professional associations – 
demonstrating that the neoliberal privatization of public higher education is prevalent even at the 
faculty ranks. However, faculty can no longer sit idly by and relegate diversity work to co-
curricular experiences that occur outside the classroom. The academic wing of the university, as 
the cornerstone of the higher education experience, must assume a more active role in advancing 
diversity and inclusion in the campus environment. Without such a proactive institutional 
response, faculty members who have no investment or training in the principles of diversity and 
inclusion will continue to uphold the status quo, thus reinforcing the culture within colleges and 
universities that diversity and inclusion are secondary, rather than central, to their educational 
experiences. More specifically, this type of aforementioned training is uniquely significant for 
faculty of color and other marginalized identities, who are often relied upon for their invisible 
labor in serving under-represented and under-served students regardless of their academic 
training. Much like their students, faculty and staff within predominantly White institutions must 
also deal with shouldering the burdens that are placed on them within their own holistic 
experience as higher education professionals, which will likely differ significantly from their 
peers of majority identities. 
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 One last policy-related measure that integrates many of the above-mentioned points and 
relates specifically to the student populations who are studied in this project, is the need for 
outreach to Asian/Americans in the academic field of education. Even amongst the faculty and 
staff members in diversity-related work, there is a stark difference between Asian Americans and 
Asian Americanists. Given the small (yet growing) number of overall opportunities in the field of 
higher education diversity work, and especially as it relates to Asians and Asian Americans, 
many Asian/American diversity officers are recruited from other disciplines and are not as 
engrained within the contexts of higher education as a discipline upon entry into the field. For 
example, the Director of the Asian American Cultural Center at Central University holds a Ph.D. 
in Psychology, while the Director of the Cross-Cultural Center at Western University holds an 
M.A. in Public Administration. While both are dedicated Asian Americans, their professional 
training is not rooted in theories of educational policy and practice or ethnic studies. This is not 
to say that they are wholly unqualified for their positions. Rather, it is to emphasize another 
example of the invisible labor conducted by people of color in the academy. Even those who are 
tasked with promoting the diversity and inclusion of Asian/American students are also tasked 
with doing their own on-the-job training above and beyond their rigorous graduate educations to 
learn how to work with and for this student demographic. Therefore, departments, schools, and 
colleges of education in colleges and universities must shoulder the responsibility to change both 
their own curricula and student bodies through outreach to faculty and prospective students in 
order to facilitate the change that they seek to create throughout the field. 
Understanding Campus Racial Formation 
 Over the course of interviews, undergraduate subjects were asked if they personally 
identify as Asian American, in line with how they are classified by institutions such as the US 
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Census Bureau or their own universities. For the nineteen subjects who are ethnically Filipino, 
their answer was unanimously and unequivocally not. All nineteen stated that their primary 
racial/ethnic identity of choice is Filipino or Filipino American, and that they only identify as 
Asian or Asian American when it is demanded of them. When asked why they choose to identify 
as Filipino/American over Asian/American, many subjects seemed confused as they delivered 
matter-of-fact answers, such as “because that’s just what I am,” or “why would I identify as 
something I’m not?" It was as if the answer was so simple, they could not believe the question 
was being asked. However, subjects’ identifications with the Filipino/American identity rather 
than their pan-ethnic Asian/American identity is the result of concurrent and overlapping racial 
hierarchies that are so engrained in their lives that their own racial identities and how they view 
those of others often come across as natural rather than socially constructed. Through their 
actions as college students and the underlying rationale and ideologies that inform their 
behaviors as student leaders in their respective communities, subjects encapsulate a unique 
process of racial formation that they have both inherited and perpetuated. These unique 
understandings of racial and ethnic identities within a college environment provide a glimpse 
into a true system of knowledge that is forged and resisted within the conditions that are unique 
to higher education but nonetheless significant to the entire population that aims to be served by 
the purported positive outcomes of a diverse higher education experience. The knowledge that is 
generated and disseminated by institutions of higher education occurs far beyond the classroom, 
the laboratory, or the library. 
 Campus-based Factors. Significant academic and co-curricular factors that influence 
racial formation at Central and Western Universities include: physical location of the university 
and its proximity to peer institutions, academic prestige of the university, presence of non-White 
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students, and the establishment of university-initiated diversity measures. These factors are not 
exhaustive, but more importantly, they are not mutually exclusive. They are inter-related in 
framing the holistic campus experience that students perceive from the moment that they 
seriously consider applying to and attending these universities. 
The physical location of highly-selective, Research I, public universities, when compared 
to national population concentrations of Filipino Americans and people of color, creates a 
nuanced college-choice experience for Filipino American students in California and Illinois. 
Students from California not only had the option to choose from some of the highest ranked 
public universities in the United States, but these universities’ affiliation with the University of 
California system also provided a common thread between the various campuses that students 
applied to. These were all state-serving institutions that drew student constituencies from 
throughout California’s diverse landscape as a state whose non-White population outnumbers the 
total population of 46 different states. Conversely, although students from Illinois had a variety 
of comparable educational options within relatively similar radius as students from California, 
the location of these universities gave these students uncertainty about the campus climate and 
financial burden they would encounter in neighboring states that were not as diverse as their 
home area of Chicago. For some, even the migration from urban Chicago or its surrounding 
suburbs to the more rural region of Central University was a significant culture shock. In both 
California and Illinois, the racial and ethnic makeup of prospective universities played a role in 
assessing the potential holistic campus experience at these institutions. While other factors such 
as cost and academic fit did also play a significant role, the centrality of race in these students’ 
college-choice process cannot be written off as incidental. Rather, it played a vital role in shifting 
these students’ higher education aspirations.  
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Subjects’ choices to not only move to a new city (all twenty undergraduate subjects 
moved out of their homes to live on/near campus), but into the environment of higher education, 
gives their Filipino American identity a different context that is influenced by factors that are 
simultaneously historical and contemporary, regional and national. In addition to thinking simply 
about who they are (Filipino/Americans), they also begin to think about what they are, i.e. what 
it means to be Filipino American within an institution of higher education, an environment that is 
predicated on financial and intellectual barriers and relative disparities amongst its own students 
and between student bodies of other institutions. Both Central and Western Universities are 
“majority-minority” campuses, meaning that non-White domestic undergraduate students are not 
the quantitative majority amongst the student body. Yet it is not merely the presence of non-
White bodies, but the conflicts between the purported benefits of a diverse campus and the 
perceived disparities between students of color and academic merit and social belonging, that 
directly influence how students understand their race and ethnicity in regards to an entire campus 
community. 
The Asian identity is often placed in a lose-lose situation of acceptance, in that although 
the idea of an Asian American “model minority” is embraced in theory as a testament to the 
successes of American hard work and meritocracy, Asian American people themselves are 
heavily ostracized for all intents and purposes. Although Asians are seen as desirable on an 
objective, meritocratic scale, their accomplishments are often met with backlash in sociocultural 
settings. Their successes are seen as unfair, and their presence comes to be resented. Given these 
national conversations on the Asian identity, combined with more localized academic 
conversations about Asian students being smart, rich, and unfairly abundant in number, Filipino 
American students’ pre-existing disassociations with the Asian American identity act as a self-
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imposed safeguard from being the target of social backlash. However, Filipino Americans often 
use this relative privilege of not being targets of direct racial prejudice to internalize these same 
feelings of antagonism toward Asian students, or at the very least remain silence in the face of it, 
attributing it to being someone else’s issue. This relationship between Filipino and Asian 
American students illustrates the power of the racial hierarchies of Whiteness to permeate into 
the racial logics of non-White persons, even in a space where White bodies do not occupy the 
majority. In viewing race as an individual identification with seemingly common-sense roots in 
ethnic ancestry (i.e. Filipinos as “Pacific Islanders” and not “Asian”) rather than a socially 
constructed group based on power relations, Filipino American students overlook their other 
similarities with students of color.  
 But these failures to see similarities are not merely due to Filipino American students’ 
own pre-conceived notions and prejudices about other Asian Americans. Outside of the 
classroom, Filipino American students also disassociate with pan-ethnic and pan-racial identities 
because they are structurally made to feel like a minority within a minority (Asian/Americans) 
within a minority (non-White/students of color). Whereas universities in the neoliberal era seek 
to promote diversity as a beneficial learning outcome that contributes to the prestige of their 
university and its learners, Filipino American students feel that their presence within a diverse 
campus climate is wholly ignored. As Asian Americans, they are excluded from consideration of 
diversity-related measures on their campuses, such as scholarships and outreach for under-
represented students, which are meant for non-Asian students of color. Furthermore, their Asian 
American identity is overshadowed by that of Asian international students, a newly emerging 
population whose presence is affecting policy and practice at every level of higher education. 
The educational policies and practices of their respective campuses send them a message that 
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their identities as Asian Americans or students of color are superficial identities that have no 
bearing on their higher education experience. Therefore, Filipino Americans often feel no 
utilitarian or primordial bond with other students of color. 
 Even within campus cultural centers, which are large hubs of activity for students of 
color in these respective universities, Filipino American students’ constant marginalization 
draws them to focus on individual differences rather than collective similarities. Alliances with 
other Asian/American and student-of-color groups are few and far between, often focused on 
crisis situations rather than sustained activism and coalition building. While on the one hand, 
acknowledging the nuance and shifting contexts of identities helps to create a larger 
understanding of the complexity of social experiences, on the other hand, the potential benefits 
of this nuanced understanding are nothing without a solid foundation of similarity to build from. 
Even for Western University, which houses five Filipino American student groups, there is very 
little acknowledgement of similarities between them as Kaibigan, the largest of the five, uses its 
size and stature to unilaterally determine the acceptable contours of the Filipino American 
identity on campus based on its own traditions as one of the largest and most influential Filipino 
American student groups in the state of California. 
Despite their long and substantive presence at both Central and Western Universities, 
Filipino American students are made to feel invisible by their institutions and even the campus 
initiatives that are meant to bolster diversity on campus and highlight the perspectives of under-
represented and under-served students. Therefore, when Filipino American students are 
concentrated in an organizational space that is almost entirely self-determined and self-
sustaining, the statements that they make about their own Filipino American culture and presence 
on campus reflect an underlying desire to be acknowledged and have their voices heard in the 
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same manner as their peers. This strict reliance on themselves rather than overt institutional 
influence creates a specific image of Filipino/American culture that is reflective of the material 
conditions of higher education that these students experience in their everyday lives as students 
and young adults.   
 Student-initiated Actions. The actions of Filipino American student groups anchor 
organizational cultures that aspire to create visibility and legitimacy for Filipino American 
students within the campus communities of Central and Western Universities. These aspirations 
are shaped by local campus traditions and regional population demographics in both peer 
institutions of higher education and their surrounding cities/states. While the means of pursuing 
their missions may vary, the Bayanihan and Kaibigan organizations’ collective actions 
throughout the academic year consist of compartmentalizing explicit mentions of 
Filipino/American culture to a specific time, place, and manner, and upholding a nuanced 
infrastructure that allocates human resources into often-segregated silos in order to maintain 
traditions and retain members on the fringes of involvement. As a result, the whole of these 
organizations’ missions oftentimes becomes substituted for one of its parts.  
 From the time that Filipino American student organizations begin membership 
recruitment at the beginning of the academic year, they are working against a clock. The 
academic calendar is a constant reminder that students’ very presence on a college campus is 
terminal and will ultimately reach its end before long. Therefore, organizations’ attempts to draw 
in a Filipino-related affinity group (whether ethnically Filipino or not) are greatly influenced by 
time – namely, their ability to draw in the largest number of people in the shortest amount of 
time. The result is almost a bait-and-switch, where organizations initially use a 
Filipino/American aesthetic to quickly establish their niche to prospective members; however, 
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once these members express an initial interest by coming to events, Filipino/American-related 
content is significantly dialed back, in favor of color-blind appeals to social gathering and 
professional development. These appeals to broader identities beyond the Filipino American 
student body, centered around the idea that an organization like Bayanihan or Kaibigan can be 
“for” everyone, are another example of neoliberal one-size-fits-all diversity that ultimately 
obscures Filipino Americans. By emphasizing the Filipino/American identity as a social identity 
that others can easily be acculturated into, rather than a unique worldview that is qualitatively 
different than the normative culture on US college campuses, these student organizations run the 
risk of depleting themselves of their own fundamental substantive content. I do not discount the 
counter-argument that many types of student organizations follow this same model, where 
members must first objectively get along in a social and professional manner before larger and 
more targeted goals are pursued; nor do I discredit the merit of those students who wish to join 
an organization where they can learn more about others’ life experiences and identities. But the 
larger structural factors surrounding racial and ethnic identities in higher education prove to be 
formidable obstacles for students to correct the course from their initial color-blind pitches of 
recruitment and re-focus their constituency on the Filipino/American culture that is at the center 
of their purported mission statements. 
 As members of large student organizations at large universities, student leaders of 
Bayanihan and Kaibigan are incredibly susceptible to becoming self-absorbed in the endless 
minutia of event planning and execution that the larger purposes behind Filipino/American 
cultural events become lost. The tasks of having to manage membership bases of over 100 
students each, pursue university and private funding for events costing tens of thousands of 
dollars, all while being students at prestigious universities (which is often the equivalent of a 
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full-time job in and of itself), are incredibly daunting even before the actual tasks of planning the 
content of the events themselves can come into play. Although all students are to be commended 
for going above and beyond the call of duty to create opportunities that enhance their learning 
outcomes and civic engagement, the environments and events that they labor so tirelessly to 
produce are often those that are taken for granted by their non-Filipino and non-Asian peers. The 
ability to learn basic history about their ethnic ancestry (whether in the United States or in the 
Philippines), to see their culture given legitimacy on their campuses’ biggest stages (both 
literally and figuratively), or to be able to gather and associate with a group of like-minded peers, 
are all such rare occurrences within their educational experience that they come across as 
exceptional and nearly sublime when they occur. Thus, while there definitely are superficial and 
self-serving motives behind the deep sociopolitical structures of organizing large events, these 
events would fundamentally not occur if not for a perpetual demand from students. Whether 
these demands appear to be social, cultural, or academic in nature, they are all nonetheless 
reflective of the specific needs these students face within their higher education environments. 
Conversely, students of majority identities in predominantly White institutions are not placed 
with the burden of anywhere near this scope and magnitude to facilitate holistic learning 
environments for themselves, at their own expense.  
With such an intrinsic value placed on the experience of joining Bayanihan or Kaibigan 
and being a part of an environment so highly valued by multiple generations of students, the 
tradition of events such as Bayanihan’s Filipino Americans Coming Together (FACT) 
conference and Kaibigan’s Pilipino American Cultural Night (PACN) become engrained into the 
identities of these events and the very organizations themselves. The student leaders who 
sacrifice their time, energy, personal finances, and academic success to host these events, largely 
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without institutional assistance, thus end up placing the focus on upholding tradition for the sake 
of tradition, rather than thinking critically about how and why these events exist. The counter-
examples of Kaibigan’s dwindling student conference (K-Con) and Bayanihan’s fledgling 
Filipino Culture Night (FCN) illustrate that these specific event genres are not transformative in 
and of themselves. Rather, they are given (or obscured from) a specific meaning within their 
particular regional contexts. Despite the large turnouts at Western University’s PACN and 
Central University’s FACT, which are objective successes for any college student-led event, 
seemingly endless potential for enhanced learning opportunities is left on the table. Attendees 
and student leaders alike miss out on the chance to truly examine the purpose of these events 
within a larger Filipino American community and identity due to the lack of time and resources 
invested into the theory and execution of actual cultural content within these events. Meanwhile, 
events like WU’s K-Con and CU’s FCN, which offer the possibilities to provide Filipino 
American students with a more holistic curriculum of learning opportunities and community-
based events, fall by the wayside under a zero-sum logic that anoints one event per year as the 
most efficient cultural experience that students can partake in.  
The legitimacy and legacy of tent pole events like PACN and FACT continue to be 
judged by measures of neoliberal metrics of efficiency – the returns on human and financial 
investments, and the ability to tout a breadth, but not a paradigm-shifting depth, of diverse 
worldviews. Even amongst the most ideal of conditions, the structural confines of an academic 
year will always place a cap on long-term outcomes. There will always be a new cohort of 
students matriculating onto campus every semester that will reset the collective development and 
consciousness of the student body; students, as young persons in a campus community, operate 
under a skewed sense of time and legacy, and therefore will consistently favor their own short-
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term self-interests; assessing the longitudinal outcomes of college alumni will always be an 
incredibly arduous task, especially at a school like Central where its alumni are immediately 
dispersed all over the state, country, and world upon graduation. These and multiple other factors 
of educational policy and practice framing the extra-curricular involvement of student groups 
emphasize the growing need to look beyond the individual outcomes of student involvement and 
examine the structural factors that also shape student leaders’ organizational logics. For it is 
within these states of mind that researchers and practitioners will truly be able to glean the 
impact of participation and the continued need for student-of-color organizations beyond 
individual interests and tradition for tradition’s sake.  
 The programming and organizational structures that are created by and for Filipino 
Americans highlight the tensions between Filipino American cultural pursuits in the abstract 
versus the marketing and management of extra-curricular involvements within higher education 
specifically. Bayanihan and Kaibigan must not only present themselves as worthwhile 
environments to learn about the culture and history of Filipino/Americans, but must also provide 
an additional value within a higher education setting where one of students’ primary objectives is 
to obtain professional training and practical life experience outside of the classroom to 
holistically prepare themselves for the world beyond college. However, in trying to bolster an 
image of themselves as just as worthwhile as other, “mainstream” extra-curricular involvements, 
Filipino American student groups also run the risk of eliminating the factors that make them 
unique and diverse to begin with. This labor of having to place a hegemonic value to one’s own 
identity creates a slippery slope where the non-majority identities continue to be evaluated 
through majority-based norms, thus causing a disservice to the purported diversity that they 
contribute to collective environments. Bayanihan and Kaibigan’s landmark annual events – 
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FACT and PACN, respectively – that reach an audience of thousands of people per year, are a 
testament to the organizational successes of Filipino American students to provide their 
constituency and community with large-scale events that provide educational and cultural 
opportunities that cannot be found elsewhere. Yet the ironic value that comes in their rarity is 
detrimental to university-wide mission statements that seek to bolster diversity as an asset to 
learning and citizenship. Moving forward, as these events in and of themselves become the 
traditions that students seek to uphold rather than the missions and visions behind them, the 
contours of Filipino American culture are actively shifting in response to the conditions bred 
within the higher education environment. As superficial and fleeting as many of these events 
may seem, especially to their detractors, the ways that the Filipino American identity(ies) are 
conceptualized and acted upon reap tangible ramifications for the current and next generations of 
Filipino America that are emerging in the 21st century. 
 Influences by and of Macro-level Ideologies of Race and Ethnicity. In the general 
sense of American racial relations, Filipino Americans are subsumed under the blanketed 
identifier of Asian American. From an institutional standpoint, the commonalities amongst Asian 
Americans are due to their shared region of ancestry and the subsequent overlapping of many 
(but certainly not all, or even a majority) of cultural norms. From a self-determined, community-
based standpoint, the commonalities amongst Asian Americans are rooted in their shared 
struggles for cultural acceptance and social justice within the United States. Throughout this 
study, Filipino American students at Central and Western Universities adamantly resisted any 
affiliation with or affinity toward the Asian American identity. These dis-identifications illustrate 
a lack of shared cultural norms and histories, specifically within an educational environment. 
Other Asian students – both domestic and international alike – were treated differently based on 
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their perceived academic aptitude and representation of an authentic Asian culture. In addition, 
Filipino American student organizations did not see a shared history with their Asian/American 
counterparts. Asian ethnic student organizations existed entirely independent of one another, and 
Filipino American student groups saw no social or political utility in uniting under pan-ethnic 
umbrellas. At both Central and Western Universities, Filipino American student organizations 
became largely self-sustaining in terms of their human capital, and to a lesser extent in terms of 
their financial capital.  
The differences between Filipino Americans and the larger category of Asian Americans 
are not merely due to individual choices, physical phenotypes, or cultural norms. Throughout 
history, Filipinos have been strategically positioned by US public policy as a liminal population 
that is neither Asian nor American. This liminality has often been used to justify the 
mistreatment of other people of color, while advancing the social, political, and cultural interests 
of Whiteness. Within the structures of student organizations at Central and Western Universities, 
Filipino American student organizations have become self-sustaining entities unto themselves, 
separate from their Asian American and student-of-color counterparts. On the one hand, this is 
an act of resistance to an institutional category that is of no relevance to them. But Filipino 
Americans’ dis-identification from other students of color also helps to uphold Whiteness as the 
dominant norm within the campus environment. Filipino American students become complacent 
with not participating in political action or advocacy on behalf of other under-served and under-
represented students. In emphasizing their own self-determination and agency to establish their 
own presence on campus, they both consciously and subconsciously downplay the agency they 
could exhibit on behalf of others with whom they share more similarities than appear on the 
surface.   
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Despite the historical differences between Filipino and Asian Americans, I also do not 
discount the similarities that have emerged historically through the enacting of public policy that 
allocated resources disparately across racial and ethnic lines. For example, although initially 
granted some of the rights and privileges that other Asian Americans were not, Filipinos 
eventually had these rights and privileges revoked through anti-miscegenation, discrimination, 
employment, and immigration laws, thus sparking their participation in social movements such 
as the Civil Rights Movement, the Third World Liberation Front, and the farm workers’ labor 
movement. Objectively speaking, the successes of these movements were achieved within the 
lifetimes of the parents and grandparents of the current generation of college students. However, 
within the specific region of higher education, recent news becomes ancient history at a much 
faster rate. The sociocultural shifts of the neoliberal era of higher education have quickly 
normalized the laissez-faire attitude of diversity work that places the onus on students to bolster 
their own contributions to diverse campus climates for the benefit of others. Student 
organizations see their separation from others as pragmatic and traditional. There are very few, if 
any, resources that are equipped to tell them differently. 
 The actions of these students reflect the need for a larger emphasis on intersectionality in 
discussions of diversity on campus. Many minority movements have been criticized from within 
for their inability to address the needs of women, LGBTQ, undocumented, and other 
marginalized persons within their already-marginalized movements. In this case, the current 
racial formation of Asian Americans has been met with widespread resistance from Filipino 
Americans, whom despite their significant quantitative presence within this population, have 
been qualitatively downplayed in favor of East Asian needs and interests (both domestic and 
international). The concept of intersectionality is often misinterpreted as acknowledging 
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additional identities for the sake of touting more axes of diversity. However, the more significant 
aspect of intersectionality that is lost amongst the fight for inclusion is that intersectionality more 
specifically means that the various layers of identities and the pursuits of social justice for all 
marginalized persons should not be mutually exclusive of one another. It is wholly plausible to 
be a person of color and Asian American, or Asian American and Filipino American, 
simultaneously and wholly equal. Yet the neoliberal conditions of diversity have forced people 
with non-majority identities to compartmentalize their experiences to specific silos of their life 
that are designed to be mutually exclusive of one another, in line with the privileged worldview 
of majority identities that is obscured from seeing the relevance of marginalization on the 
everyday lives of others.  
 Whereas the impact or purpose of racial and ethnic identities on one’s life can often be 
abstract and immeasurable by many standards, the higher education environment provides a 
prescient example of how these identities tangibly affect the actions of these students within their 
campus communities. Student organizations’ constant practice of organizing and collective 
action for social, cultural, and political reasons alike, illustrate the processes at work where 
young people begin to theorize and act upon how their salient identities relate to those around 
them. Moving forward, the neoliberal ideals of similarity and difference that become internalized 
within these students as they graduate and move on into the world beyond college will become 
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APPENDIX E 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: UNDERGRADUATE SUBJECTS 
 
1. Where is your hometown? 
a. How would you describe this place to someone who hasn’t been there before? 
b. How did you/your family end up there? 
c. What is the racial/ethnic composition of this area? 
2. What exposure to Filipino American culture/community did you have before going to 
college? 
3. How do you identify racially/ethnically? 
a. Do you make a distinction between race and ethnicity? 
b. How did you come to this identity? 
i. Does this identity change in certain spaces, whether on or off campus? 
c. What assumptions do others make about your racial/ethnic identity? 
4. How did you come to attend this university? 
a. Who were your influences? 
b. What other schools were you considering? 
c. What were your perceptions of the university before you enrolled here?  
d. How does the city that your university is located in compare to your hometown? 
5. What is your major and why did you choose this field? 
a. What are your academic/career aspirations? 
6. What do you think are the commonly held perceptions/stereotypes about Filipino 
Americans on your campus?  
a. Where do you think these notions come from? 
b. How many Filipino American students do you estimate are on your campus? 
7. What attracted you to a Filipino American student organization? 
a. What is the mission of your organization? 
b. How do they pursue this mission? 
c. What are some of your organization’s major events and what is the 
purpose/impact of these events? 
d. What positions have you held within you organization and why did you choose 
them? 
e. Is there anything you would like to change about your organization?  
f. What is your impression of Filipino Americans who are not part of your 
organization? 
8. Which faculty/staff members or campus resources does your organization depend on? 
9. Are there any concerns that are unique or especially relevant to Filipino American 
students on this campus? If so, how does the university address these concerns? 
a. How did you become aware of these issues? 
b. How do you think they can be resolved? 
10. Overall, how would you describe the community of Asian American students on this 
campus? 
a. How would you describe the Filipino students’ presence within that community? 
b. How would you describe the community amongst students of color more broadly? 
11. Does your organization have a network beyond the campus? 
a. Who is in this network(s)? 
   266 
b. How much of a priority is it to connect with outside networks? 
c. What kind of events do you have with external organizations/entities/networks? 
12. How do you think your experience at your university compares to the experiences of your 
Filipino American peers at other institutions? 	
13. What impact has participation in this organization had on you personally and as a 
student? 
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APPENDIX F 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: FACULTY SUBJECTS 
 
1. Where are you from originally? 
a. Where did you go to college? 
b. What did you know about this university before you got here? 
c. For students? For faculty? 
2. What is your current job and responsibilities? 
a. What courses do you teach? 
b. What type of autonomy do you have to determine course content? 
c. What kind of students take your courses? 
3. What made you want to become a professor? 
a. What impact does your Filipino American identity have on your work as a faculty 
member? 
4. How many Filipino American students do you have in your classes, on average? 
a. Do you have any members of the [Filipino American student group]? How do you 
know they’re in the club? 
b. Do you see any differences between [Filipino American student group] members 
and your other Filipino American students? Or your other students in general? 
5. What kinds of interactions do you have with [Filipino American student group] outside of 
the classroom? 
a. What do you know about [Filipino American student group] in general? 
6. Do you feel motivated to maintain connections to the organization?  
7. Are you involved (past or present) with any Filipino American community organizations? 
8. How does what you see here at this university compare to your experience as a Filipino 
American undergraduate? 
9. In your experience as a faculty member, what things need to happen in order for more 
Filipino American classes to be established? 
a. How are Filipino American courses represented within the Asian American 
Studies curriculum? 
10. What do you know about the demographics of staff and faculty at this university? 
a. What initiatives or measures does your department take that place value on 
diversity? 
b. Do you think that this university places value on having a diverse staff and 
faculty? 
c. What do you think can be done to increase the amount of Filipino Americans in 
higher education staff and faculty? 
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APPENDIX G 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: PROFESSIONAL STAFF SUBJECTS 
 
1. Where did you grow up? 
a. What exposure to Filipino American culture/community did you have? 
2. Where did you go to school and why did you pick that university? 
3. What were your extra-curricular involvements as an undergraduate? 
a. Why did you choose to join? 
b. How would you describe the demographics of the your campus at that time? 
c. How did those experiences impact your life after college? 
4. What did you know about this university before you came here? 
5. What is your current job and responsibilities? 
6. What impact has your Filipino American identity had on your work as an administrator? 
a. Nationally and at this university 
7. What kinds of interactions do you have with students? 
8. What kinds of interactions do you have with [Filipino American student group]? 
a. What are your perceptions of the organization, in general? 
b. What are some things you like and some things you would change? 
9. Do you feel motivated to establish and maintain connections to the organization?  
10. What are your perceptions of the campus climate for Filipino Americans? 
11. What is the value of diversity in higher education, in your opinion? 
12. How does diversity fit into the institutional mission of this campus? 
a. What initiatives or measures does the university take that place value on 
diversity? 
b. What do you know about the demographics of staff and faculty? 
c. How do Filipino Americans contribute to diversity on this campus? 
d. What kind of interactions do you see between students of color? 
13. Campus racial hate incidents – What is your opinion and involvement? 
a. [contextual based on subject’s site] 
